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The newer criticism on Henry James's What v.aisie Knew 
splits between deciding that Maisie is no better than her 
immoral parents and step-parents on one hand, and that she 
rises above the sordidness of her world to become the young­
est Jamesian heroine on the other. The diverse opinions 
come from James's "ambiguity," that quality of his later 
work which, in Maisie's case, allows critics of the former 
viewpoint to ignore completely James's assertion that the 
child is saved. It is my thesis that clear proof of Maisle's 
evolution into a Jamesian heroine with expanded consciousness, 
as well as a basis for Maisie's final choice of her old 
governess over her step-parents, lies in James's use of 
games.
Maisie's lack of traditional childhood experience re­
veals that her parents, Ida and Beale, are uncaring, and 
that her stepmother, Mrs, Beale, is opportunistic. These 
three people are interested only in Maisie's usefulness to 
their personal plans. Sir Claude, Maisie's stepfather, 
takes steps to provide for her education, but Maisie takes 
part only because he is her incentive. Because they are 
both interested in her welfare and give her pleasurable ex­
periences, Sir Claude and Mrs. Wix, Maisie's old governess, 
are the adults between whom Maisie chooses.
On the figurative level, games are used as images 
through which Maisie can express her growing perceptions of
the varying roles she fills in other's lives. Her parents 
are associated with images of frightening games, macabre 
toys, and unapproachability. The figures for Mrs. Beale 
show her changing from "aisle's friend to sexual opportunist, 
The images for Sir Claude show him also changing in Maisie's 
perception from favorite "toy" to the last broken toy of 
childhood, from storybook hero to hero-manque. Mrs. Wix's 
images reveal her to be safe; she is Maisie's equal through­
out the novel. So the figurative language also gives clues 
to the ending.
The game of name-calling is an important indication of 
character. Maisie*s parents' epithets reveal them to be 
vicious, selfish, and, in Ida's case, paranoic. Mrs. Beale's 
name-calling ^ cws her to be jealous of her "interest" in 
Maisie and vicious when she feels threatened. Because Sir
r' Claude is a perfect gentleman, he almost never criticizes 
people in front of Maisie. Mrs. Wix is also reticent about 
criticizing people to Maisie, but her few epithets are en­
tirely accurate. The narrator's characterizations infuse 
the novel with irony and also indicate Maisie's final deci­
sion will be to leave with Mrs. Wix.
Even though Maisie is the only child in the novel, the 
adults play more games. Her parents use her to carry in­
sults. When they get tired of fighting for custody, they 
try to desert her altogether. Mrs. Beale uses Maisie to 
gain position in her father's house and then to attract and
keep Sir Claude. Although he asks Maisie to keep his se-  ^
crets and even lies to her, Sir Claude's behavior is not 
really game-playing because he lacks an ulterior motive.
Mrs. Wix's only use of Maisie is as a substitute for her own 
dead litte girl, but she is also the only character totally 
devoted to Maisie. An examination of the interaction games 
narrows Maisie's choice to Sir Claude and Mrs. Wix. She 
finally leaves Sir Claude because he cannot make the neces­
sary sacrifices to be a worthy companion; she chooses Mrs.
Wix for her safety and devotion. By accepting responsibility 
for her governess, Maisie reverses roles with the adults.
Thus James's use of games in this novel delineates Maisie's 




Henry James had a great and solemn respect for children. 
From the circumstances surrounding the children in his novels 
and his tales, it is obvious that James perceived his liter­
ary youngsters as vulnerable to the eccentricities, obses­
sions, and dubious morals of the adults around them. The 
majority are corrupted, driven mad, or else die through neg­
ligence or violence. For instance, the story "My Friend 
Bingham" revolves around the manslaughter of a child, while 
"A Problem" has a child's death drawing its guilt-ridden par­
ents together into miserable coexistence. In "The Author of 
'Beltraffio'" Mark Ambient's wife refuses to allow a doctor 
to see her critically ill son; she thereby lets the child die 
to save him from what she believes to be the immoral nature 
of her husband's literary work. "The Pupil" parallels What 
Maisie Knew in the sense that a child, unwanted by its par­
ents, is offered to a young tutor. The difference is that 
Morgan, though ecstatically happy at the prospect, is not so 
tough as Maisie proves to be. When he sees his tutor waver 
an instant, Morgan suffers an attack and dies. In "The Turn 
of the Screw" the governess tries to save her two charges 
from supernatural corruption but in the process turns Flora 
into a screaming old woman and torments Miles until he dies
ruary
^G. K. Chesterton, quoted in College English, 17 (Feb- 
, 1956), 285. ---------- -----
in her arms. In The Other House, little Effie Bream ismur­
dered in cold blood. Since her father had promised her dy­
ing mother that he would not remarry during the child's life­
time, a woman who wants to marry him removes the obstacle by
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pushing Effie off a bridge. What Maisie Knew has often been 
compared to The Awkward Age for its obvious parallels of a 
child growing up in a questionable environment; but Nanda 
never suffers the rejection Maisie does, nor are her parents 
and friends a "cheap and raffish crew" as most of Maisie's 
elders are. Also Nanda becomes an adult in the novel while 
Maisie remains, chronologically at least, a child. In all 
of James's work, Maisie is the only main character who e- 
merges still a young person and, though not untouched, at 
least whole. If Maisie's knowledge escapes no longer inno­
cent, neither is it corrupt; her innocence merely loses its 
naivete, leaving her infinitely wiser.^
In tracing the heroine's dilemma in What Maisie Knew, 
games emerge as important to all aspects of the novel, as 
part of Maisie's childhood development, as images of adult 
morality» and as barometers of her environment. The actual 
games of Maisie's childhood and the lack of them introduce 
Maisie's forced participation in the interaction games of
^S. Gorley Putt, Henry James; A Reader's Guide (Ithaca, 
N. Y.i Cornell U. P., 1966), p. 253.
3James W. Gargano, "What Maisie Knew; The Evolution of 
a 'Moral Sense,'" Nineteenth Century Fiction, l6(June,1961),
36.
the adults. Ihe outcome of the novel, the fact that Maisie 
goes off with Mrs. Wix, whether her decision or a decision 
lovingly forced on her by Sir Claude, is foreshadowed by the 
existence of games on many levels; in this regard it is nec­
essary to allow for the full range of nuances of the word 
"game." Hints of Maisie's future can be found in her basic 
childhood experiences, what makes her happy and unhappy. 
James's game imagery, coupled with one or two other image 
motifs, also reveals a great deal about different characters 
and Maisie's reaction to them. One of the novel's most per­
vasive games is name-calling; characters reveal a great deal 
about themselves in the names they use for each other. Fi­
nally Maisie's growing perceptions of, and reactions to, the 
way other characters use and manipulate her end with a moral 
revelation that allows the child to emerge free and unharmed, 
yet aware of her responsibilities.
The games that a child plays reveal as much about the 
adults around it as about the child itself. Games are a 
learned activity. If a child were to go through an extended 
period of childhood without peers, its games would then more 
purely reflect its capacity for self-reliance and the degree 
to which it assimilates or rejects what it learns from sur­
rounding adults. As is true of any child's, the experiences 
of Maisie Farange have bearing on her entire li,fe. What 
makes Maisie special, though, a true Jamesian heroine, is 
that she eventually has a choice about the type of life she
wants to l i v e L i k e  the later Jamesian heroines, she 
weathers the storm well; she emerges from an immoral envi­
ronment with more than a sense of morality, with a real wis­
dom beyond her years.5 This chapter will show how the games, 
happiness, and education of Maisie's childhood reflect her 
background, reveal her capacities for love and strength, 
and ultimately signal her final decision.
In the beginning, concern over her role in her divorced 
parents* changing households is uppermost in Maisie's mind. 
Her actual bodily uprootings, from her mother's house to 
her father's and back again, usually with no forewarning, 
sets Maisie's temperament for the entire novel. She can 
never look forward to future plans nor worry about the past; 
she lives entirely in the present. She is forever anxious 
about relationships in flux, not only between her parents, 
but also between her parents and her step-parents and then 
between her step-parents and her governess; she also worries 
about how these changes will affect her. Exclusive adult 
company leaves Maisie little time for the usual games of 
childhood. Except when she is alone with her doll Lisette, 
Maisie does what the adults want or she does nothing at all. 
Sometimes nothing is just what they want her to do. Maisie's
^Alfred Habegger, "Reciprocity and the Market Place in 
The Wings of the Dove and What Maisie Knew," Nineteenth 
dentury Fiction, 25 (March, 1^71), 455*
^Muriel G. Shine, The Fictional Children of Henry James 
(Chapel Hill: North Carolina U. P., 196^), p. T5‘2.
actual childhood pastimes are a good starting point to exam­
ine Henry James's flawless juggling of game systems in What 
Maisie Knew.
Although Maisie is deprived of the companionship of 
children, the fantasy of children is never far off. It 
would be logical to assume that Maisie would welcome a play­
mate or a sibling, a child to redirect her attention from 
adult antics to more appropriate children's business, to 
share and perhaps allay her guilt and fears. James already 
explored that possibility in "A London Life," where two lit­
tle brothers leam that reactions of disinterest and passiv­
ity will enable them to deal with the scandalous goings-on 
of their aristocratic parents. Their lives are as empty and 
tragic as those of their parents, however, for in order to 
protect themselves they draw closer together, turning off 
their emotions and their minds.^ Maisie's fantastic play­
mates do not shelter her from the cruelty of the adult world; 
therefore, Maisie survives by rising above the immorality of 
the adults around her and not by protecting herself against 
it.
Early in the novel Maisie tries to relate her world to 
that of the children in the park. She asks her nurse Moddle 
if they too have toothpicks for legs, because the gentlemen 
in her father's salon describe, hers as such. The nurse as­
sures her that she will "not find such another pair as your
^Shine, p. 56.
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own."7 Maisie is assured only of her difference and there­
fore must seek comradeship elsewhere.
She partially achieves this ideal of friendship wrrn her 
mother hires Miss Overraore, the future Mrs. Beale, as Mai­
sie's governess. One of the most attractive features of 
this beautiful young woman is her seven sisters. She never 
mentions their poverty, but still Maisie finds her family 
relationships intriguing. An early game of Maisie's in­
volves memorizing all their names and fantasizing adventures 
about them. When Miss Overmore defects to Mrs. Farange's 
household, Ida hires Mrs. Wix. This kind lady also supplies 
Maisie with an imaginary playmate, Clara Matilda, her dead 
little girl. Maisie's "little dead sister" (25), as Mrs.
Wix likes to term her, captures the child's imagination com­
pletely. And indeed, during the first stages of their re­
lationship, Maisie enjoys nothing more than that Mrs. Wix is 
a mother, who, unlike Ida, is motherly, Maisie's acquain­
tance with children, therefore, occurs only in fantasy, or 
is promised, like school, only to be snatched away again. 
Since there are no available peers, Maisie's pastimes, 
friendships, and acceptance must be sought from adults. She 
is caught up in a game with adults who control her life.
^Henry James, What Maisie toew (New York: Scribner's, 
1908), p. 11. Subsequent quotations from What Maisie Knew 
refer to this edition (Volume XI, 1-363, of the New Yorlc 
Ed.)I hereafter, all references will be included within the 
text in parentheses after the quotation.
Maisie's mother and father are disastrous parents. They 
cannot provide her with love and support on a parent-child 
basis; it is unlikely they can do so on a basis of equality. 
Maisie makes it easy for Ida aind Beale to change in their 
attitude and behavior toward her if they want to, for she 
does not hold grudges. She comes to each situation fresh 
and eager to pleasei "In that lively sense of the immediate 
which is the very air of the child's mind the past, on each 
occasion, became for her as indistinct as the futurei she 
surrendered herself to the actual with a good faith that 
might have been touching to either parent" (l4). Ida is 
skilled at billiards, for instance, but she never teaches 
her daughter to play. Instead Maisie imitates Ida when 
playing with Lisette: "There were . . . things she really
couldn't tell even a French doll. She could only pass on 
her lessons and study to produce on Lisette the impression 
of having mysteries in her life, wondering the while whether 
she succeeded in the air of shading off, like her mother, 
into the unknowable" (34). Yet even though she is conscious 
of imitating her mother, Maisie is never so cruel. On dif­
ferent occasions Ida flings her daughter violently across 
the room, shoves her out the door, and pushes her down the 
stairs. Maisie learns from experience that she must keep 
her eye on Ida's hands whenever they are together, to avoid 
the inevitable punishment. Maisie speaks angrily to the 
doll but she is unable to render it physical harm. Unlike
10
her another, Maisie has a sense of shame i "She mimicked her 
mother's sharpness, but she was rather ashamed afterwards, 
though as to whether of the sharpness or of the mimicry was 
not quite clear" (34).
Maisie's environment forces her to be privy to many 
strange circumstances, although she has more words than mean-
Q
ings to convey her experience. For example, she knows that 
"a person could be compromised as (well a^ that a person 
could be slapped with a hair-brush or left alone in the dark, 
and it was equally familiar to her that each of these or­
deals was in general held to have too little effect" (l68). 
She knows all this without realizing what being compromised 
means. In other words, her parents submerge her in an im­
moral world without telling her about good and evil, for 
they cannot define those values themselves. Before Maisie's 
own perceptions bring her to wisdom and maturity and before 
Mrs. Wix gives the child a brief but important moral lesson, 
Maisie accepts as natural a governess who neglects her to 
entertain her father, a mother who has a succession of lovers 
while married to a "perfect gentleman," and a stepmother and 
stepfather who themselves become lovers. James knew that 
"children absorb, as if by osmosis, the feelings, attitudes
Q
and prejudices of their elders." It must be through osmosis
^Tony Tanner, The Reigi of Wonder: Naivety and Reality in 
American Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge U.P., 1965)» p.288.
9shine, p. 55.
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that Maisie leams some things; despite the remarkable e- 
vents unfolding around her, Maisie learns that "she was 
never to ask about them" (33)» For example, even though she 
does not ask questions about a certain event or a certain 
lover of Ida's, "by the end of the week she knew all she 
didn't ask" (93)» Such is the state of Maisie's conscious­
ness before her perceptions bring her to a more complete 
vision of herself and her situation.
Maisie leams how the adults in her life expect her to 
behave. It is a damning comment on her parents that she
must always be on her guard in their presence. When she
discovers that she is being used by them to carry insults to 
each other, she begins to play stupid. By refusing to play 
the game by their rules, Maisie shows she does not want to 
be a party to her parents' evil-doing; her first independent 
decision is not only the right one, but it also shows her
extricating herself from a horrible office even when doing
so invites their abuse. Maisie derives real pleasure from 
not allowing her parents to use her in this way.
Even after the child decides not to be this kind of 
messenger, Ida continues to badger her about what goes on in 
her father's house. Ida wants only gossip from her daughter, 
so Maisie leams early that her unsolicited remarks are ab­
solutely worthless to her mother and better left unsaid.
Since Maisie's silence produces no fun for her father either, 
he leaves the complete care of her to others. She leams
12
that being quiet can be an act of self-preservation in 
both parents' houses. When she is put on display in the 
drawing room, for instance, her comment or expression of 
curiosity brings forth shrieks from the ladies and much 
louder laughter from the gentlemen. Maisie knows but does 
not understand why "the questions of the small are the pecu­
liar diversion of the great" (33)» She finds that there is 
very little in her mother's house that is "explicable with a 
grave face" (33)» but even then Maisie must explain to her 
doll.
Maisie leams to accept much that is confusing, much 
that would destroy a weaker child's identity of self: "The 
child's discipline had been bewildering--it had ranged freely 
between the prescription that she was to answer when spoken 
to and the experience of lively penalties on obeying that 
prescription" (51)» She is quite early impressed with the 
fact that she must never ask for anything, not even for food. 
There are indications that Ida and Beale sometimes forget to 
have their child fed, so Maisie has to forage in half-empty 
pantries. Also the custody arrangement, whereby each parent 
has her for six months, infuses a "mutability in the child's 
career which was naturally unfavourable to accumulation.
She stayed long enough only to miss things, not half long e- 
nough to deserve them" (77). Before the era of Sir Claude, 
Maisie's nursery decorations in either house are spartan and 
not very conducive to leaming. For when Maisie is promised
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things to be good, she never receives them; what Ida and 
Beale believe to be good behavior is intolerable to Maisie.
Maisie's parents are thereby not the suitable substi­
tutes for their child's lack of playmates ; they are expert 
game players but they do not like the way Maisie plays. I hey 
want their daughter not only to be a willing instrument of 
pain but also not to bother them; what they provide in re­
turn is an environment of moral irresponsibility. Their
10
bargains are one-sided and therefore corrupt.
It is amazing that none of Beale's and Ida's friends 
step forward to try to do something for the child; but in 
general their friends, and the one relative who makes an of­
fer for Maisie at the beginning, can only cluck their tcngues 
and turn their faces, if they do not secretly enjoy her pre­
dicament. James is not criticizing just one set of parents; 
he is making a strong comment against the entire fabric of 
their s o c i e t y . O n e  of Maisie's predilections concerning 
her parents' friends, which has bearing upon future events, 
is that she prefers the gentleman to the ladies. Her reason 
for this is another critical comment against her parents. 
Maisie likes the gentlemen who pinch and pull her and call 
her funny names better than the ladies who call her a "pet" 
but do not touch her even to kiss her. James apparently 




even when that contact comes in the form of joking pulls and 
pinches. The only embraces Maisie receives from her parents 
are either violent or else insincere. If it were not for 
the arrival into the story of some caring adults, Maisie may 
have been a classic case of the battered child.
The first really bright presence in Maisie's life is 
Miss Overmore, whom Ida hires because "she's a lady and yet 
awfully poor" (16;. In other words, the governess is prized 
because she comes at a cheap price ; yet Maisie finds that she 
is both beautiful and intelligent as well. Next to the vile 
use and negligence of her parents. Miss Ovennore is certainly 
an improvement. She seems to be fond of Maisie; once in a 
while she embraces the child during the course of their les­
sons. Unfortunately for Maisie, Miss Overmore soon recog­
nizes that she can get many things through the child. After 
she meets Beale, for instance, she uses Maisie as an excuse 
to desert Ida and take up with Beale.
In Beale's house the relationship between governess and 
child changes; now Miss Overmore neglects Maisie because of 
her "responsibilities. . . to Mr. Farange himself and to the 
friendly little house and those who came there" (36). Ironi­
cally her position as governess should mandate a single re­
sponsibility to Maisie. But again Miss Overmore uses Maisie 
to hide the fact that she has become Beale's mistress. Be­
cause Ida leaves Maisie longer than six months and because 
sending the idle child to school will remove her pretext for
15
being there, Miss Overmore again uses Maisie to make Beale 
marry her. Now they can send Maisie off to some school but 
the money for such a venture fails to materialize. As Mrs, 
Beale finds teaching Maisie beneath her station as stepmother, 
the child feels "untutored and unclaimed" (56). When Mai­
sie's new stepfather comes to take her back to Ida, Mrs.
Beale is evidently attracted to him. She finally uses Mai­
sie to attract and then to keep Sir Claude. At their first 
meeting, Mrs. Beale tries to impress Sir Claude by being 
more affectionate toward the child than ever. There is 
every indication that Maisie’s stepmother grows steadily to 
be like Ida. She does not answer many of Maisie's questions, 
she criticizes other people to Maisie, and she eventually
adopts Ida's game of making her embraces frantic clutches in-
12stead of warm caresses. Even though Mrs. Beale would not 
deliberately harm Maisie, it is because she is more amoral 
than kind.^^ She progresses rapidly from likable governess 
to sexual opportunist, indifferent to Maisie's well-being 
except as it concerns her own. Mrs. Beale, therefore, turns 
out to be an unsuitable companion and friend to Maisie also. 
Maisie's regard for Mrs. Beale comes to be directly related 
to her regard for Sir Claude. Maisie is proud that she has 
brought them together but she is pitifully unaware what
^^Juliet Mitchell, "What Maisie Knew; Portrait of the 
Artist as a Young Girl," in The Air~of Reality, ed. J. Goode 
(London; Methuen, 1972), p. 128.
^^Shine, p. 118.
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their coming together e n t a i l s . S h e  loses her regard for 
Mrs. Beale when she recognizes in her a propensity for harm­
ing the beloved Sir Claude. On the other hand, Maisie loves 
Mrs. Wix independently of anyone ; this fact contributes to 
the child's final decision.
After the treachery-^ of the beautiful Miss Overmore, Ida 
hires Mrs. Wix with her "sad and strange appearance" and 
"greasy grayness" (25) for just those qualities as well as 
for her cheapness. Although she is at first frightening to 
Maisie, Mrs. Wix immediately takes the child into her arms. 
Moreover, there is "a quality in her voice" which in an hour 
touches Maisie "in a spot that had never been reached" (23). 
What endears Maisie most to her old governess is her mother­
liness. For the first time in her life Maisie has a feeling 
of security, a "tucked-in and kissed-for-good-night feeling" 
(26). Maisie knows that Mrs. Wix is safer than her father, 
her mother, and Miss Overmore; she eventually knows that 
she is safer even than Sir Claude. The only possible way 
that Mrs. Wix uses Maisie is as a substitute for her own 
dead little girl,^^ but even that cannot compare in selfish­
ness with the ways Ida, Beale, and Mrs. Beale use her, or 
with the way Sir Claude will attempt to use her. If this 
constitutes a game on Mrs. Wix's part, she makes up for it
l4Charles T. Samuels, The Ambiguity of Henry James 
(Urbana, 111.t Illinois U. P., 197iT* p. 198.
^^Shine, p. 112.
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by being the only adult in the novel who is willing to give 
himself completely to M a i s i e . E v e n  though she is suscep­
tible to Sir Claude's charms enough to have a romantic fan­
tasy about him, she never fantasizes at Maisie's cost. Even 
though her Victorian morality is too narrow for Maisie to 
adopt as her own, it compensates for the flagrant immorality 
in which Maisie is submerged. Maisie is able to ignore the 
silly and moralistic sides of Mrs. Wix because her devotion 
to Maisie is unflinching and thereby makes up for her minor 
f a u l t s . E v i d e n c e  that Maisie holds her old governess in 
the highest regard can be found in the fact that the Captain 
and Beale, when he is most charming, remind her of Mrs. Wix. 
That they do not remind her of Sir Claude tips the scales 
in Mrs. Wix's favor.
With two governesses like Miss Overmore and Mrs. Wix, 
Maisie's formal education is almost nonexistent. An exami­
nation of the two women's qualifications as teachers reveals 
that Mrs. Wix is much more highly favored by Maisie even 
though she is not so intelligent as her rival. Again this 
is a clue to the ending.
Before Miss Overmore's arrival in the nursery, Maisie 
is instructed by Moddle, the nursery maid whom Beale dis­
misses because she objects to his treatment of Maisie. All
^^Shine, p. 120.
Oscar Cargill, The Novels of Henry James (New York* 
Macmillan, 1961), p. 253»
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Maisie remembers of Moddle’s tutelage is her own embarrass­
ment at not being able to recognize what her nurse called 
"the important letter haitch" (l6 ). At Ida's house Miss 
Overmore gives Maisie the benefit of her intelligence and 
education. Besides being able to "say lots of dates 
straight off (letting you hold the book yourself), state the 
position of Malabar, play six pieces without notes and, in a 
sketch, put in beautifully the trees and houses and diffi­
cult parts" (27), Miss Overmore lends to the schoolroom a 
note of regularity and graciousness. Unfortunately she does 
not have a zealous dedication to education, for her teaching 
ends when she gains other "responsibilities" at Beale's 
house. Because Maisie is idle there, her father suggests 
sending her to a school; Maisie's absence will make his and 
Miss Overmore's position untenable, however, so the sugges­
tion is dropped. Because she lacks a sense of morality.
Miss Overmore then discusses all sorts of questionable sub­
jects with the child, like the reasons Maisie cannot go to 
school, and the heartless way Ida is romping around Europe 
when she should be at home taking care of her daughter. 
Maisie is caught, therefore, in a hopeless circular trap; 
Miss Overmore cannot be a governess because of her other du­
ties, yet Maisie cannot attend school because Miss Overmore 
has been employed as her governess.
The day arrives, however, when Beale and Miss Overmore 
go to Brighton to see about a school; the outcome of this
19
venture is startling but just as hopeless for Maisie. Miss 
Overmore returns from Brighton Mrs. Beale. Now the objec­
tion to school no longer exists or at least another govern­
ess can be hired. School is still out, however, because 
Beale does not have the money for it. Another governess is 
also out because Mrs. Beale says she is too fond of Maisie 
"to see her in vulgar and mercenary hands" (54). It is more 
likely that her real objection arises from her knowledge of 
how governesses can rise in the world. During the rest of 
her time at her father's, Maisie's silent admiration of Sir 
Claude's photograph is "almost the sole scholastic exercise 
of Mrs. Beale's pupil" (54).
The picture of her new stepfather also makes Maisie 
hopeful for a change. Maisie's only source of entertainment 
at her father's house, watching adults arrive in the evening, 
makes her aware of how isolated she is from life. She lis­
tens to the sounds from her place at the upstairs banister, 
and concludes that adulthood is the time of greatest fun and 
intimacy. This passive activity is always accompsinied by a 
fear that she may be called from her relatively safe position 
to the center of the salon, where her answers to embarrassing 
questions will cause raucous laughter. Without Mrs. Beale's 
attention, Maisie's days at her father's house are filled 
with "a sense of intermission— with finished games and un­
answered questions and dreaded tests ; with the habit, above 
all, in her watch for a change, of hanging over banisters
20
when the door-beli sounded" {55)» Because Maisie has little 
fun, receives no answers to her queries, and is embarrassed 
by the questions of her elders, her time in Mrs. Beale's 
care is not very pleasant.
Mrs, Wix does not leave Maisie feeling idle and un­
wanted as does Mrs. Beale. When Mrs. Wix returns to Ida's 
house, she tells her charge, with good intentions, that there 
is a great deal for them to make up. Maisie knows that 
Mrs. Wix is not so "qualified" (2?) as her younger governess. 
In contrast to Mrs. Beale, the old governess cannot play the 
piano as well as Maisie herself can. On Maisie's paintings, 
Mrs. Wix "could only, with the help of a smutty forefinger... 
do the smoke coming out of the chimneys" (27). In other 
words, Mrs. Wix can do nothing which Maisie cannot do her­
self. But while Mrs. Beale's adornments on her pictures 
make them really not the child's, Mrs. Wix's meager additions 
are evidence of the warm hearth otherwise lacking in Mai­
sie' s life,
Maisie's destiny, to be the teacher of her elders at the 
l8
end, makes the choice of Mrs. Wix a certainty. In France 
Maisie is irritated that she is not able to instruct her 
well-traveled stepmother in the beauty and culture of France 
as she can the simple Mrs. Wix. Also, with Mrs. Wix in 




something to do and thereby feel alone. In Maisie's un­
certain world, Mrs. Wix is her support, "like a breast-high 
banister in a place of 'drops'" (27). If Maisie is still 
isolated from the world of her parents, Mrs. Wix at least 
provides companionship and a measure of safety.
Before the era of Sir Claude, because she knows so very 
little about school subjects, Mrs. Wix spends the time in the 
schoolroom telling Maisie stories, an activity which the 
child greatly enjoysi "She [^ Irs. Wix] took refuge on the 
firm ground of fiction, through which indeed there curled 
the blue river of truth. She knew swarms of stories, mostly 
those of the novels she had read; relating them with a mem­
ory that never faltered and a wealth of detail that was Mai­
sie 's delight. They were all about love and beauty and 
countesses and wickedness. Her conversation was practically 
an endless narrative, a great garden of romance" (27), By 
telling Maisie stories, Mrs. Wix provides her with an impor­
tant and traditional childhood experience. Maisie finds the 
handsome princes, distressed maidens, and happy endings fas­
cinating, but she prefers when Mrs. Wix's stories reveal 
"sudden vistas into her own life and gushing fountains of 
homeliness" (28). Maisie leams about the terrible troubles 
Mrs. Wix has had in her life, and the child feels a tremen­
dous sympathy for the old woman as well as a strong attrac­
tion to the simple homey life. Mrs. Wix thereby provides 
Maisie with two valuable services. Her telling of romances
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and fairy tales gives Maisie a traditional childhood experi­
ence while the accounts of her own life endear her to the 
child. Mrs. Wix is a good friend to Maisie, for her meager
accomplishments and sharing of pleasures with her charge re-
19veal her to be in many ways a child herself.
What makes Maisie's relationship to Mrs. Wix different 
from that to Mrs. Beale, is that she fills an important 
place in the old woman's life, while Mrs. Beale's objection 
to school is not that she will miss Maisie, but that it will 
make her own position untenable. When Mrs. Wix becomes a- 
fraid that Ida will come "down on them, in her sudden high­
bred way, with a school" (71), it is because she truly does 
not want Maisie to leave her. Ida drops the idea finally 
because of Sir Claude's intervention.
Ironically, admiration of Sir Claude himself forms 
much of Maisie's scholastic exercise as Mrs. Wix's pupil, 
just as admiration of his picture occupied her at Mrs. Beale’s, 
The difference is that Mrs. Wix immediately shares that 
admiration. When Sir Claude becomes a member of the house­
hold, Mrs. Wix and Maisie cease their storytelling to talk 
about himI "Her lessons these first days and indeed for long 
after seemed to be all about Sir Claude" (68). Sir Claude 
is so much Prince Charming that the fairy tales are never 
missed. Wherever he goes with Ida, "he always came back with
^^Walter Isle, Experiments in Form* Henry James's Novels, 
1896-1901 (Cambridge, Mass.* Harvard U. P., 1968), p. iJTl
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the drollest stories of where he had been, a wonderful pic­
ture of society, and even with pretty presents that showed 
how in absence he thought of his home" (71;. Sir Claude is 
so dominantly the topic in the nursery that "there were no
r“ —
moments between them jjrlaisie and Mrs. Wi^i at which the 
topic could be irrelevant, no subject they were going into, 
not even the principal dates or the auxiliary verbs, in 
which it was further off than the turn of the page. The 
answer on winter nights . . . was just to draw up to the 
fire and talk about him; and if the truth must be told this 
edifying interchange constituted for the time the little 
girl's chief education" (73). Besides passing the time 
pleasurably, these discussions also teach Maisie that Sir 
Claude is irresistible to many women. There is no doubt 
that Maisie's formal education is greatly lacking; what she 
is missing, however, will not keep her from making impor­
tant decisions. Her discussions with Mrs. Wix give her a 
chance to sound her opinions and expand her perceptions of 
the inter-relationships among the adults in her life.
The principal enjoyment which Maisie derives from Sir
Claude is not talking about him but being with him. He has
a way with children that makes him unquestionably Maisie's 
20
favorite. He comforts her like Mrs. Wix by holding and 
kissing her. It seems likely that Sir Claude will remove
20
Abigail A. Hsunblen, "Henry James and the Power of Eros : 
What Maisie Knew," Midwest Quarterly, 9 (Summer, 1968), 397.
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her from her parents* struggles and allow her "a child's
? 1peace to play real games of her own."  ^ Besides having “a 
positive disposition to romp" (68), he brings ,v.aisie--and 
Mrs. Wix— gifts, even though he is absent-minded about Mrs. 
Wix's gifts and gives her two umbrellas, he never duplicates 
Maisie's. He gives her candy, games, books, and he even 
takes her to buy clothing. He sends a large cake to the 
nursery, which is helpful since food appears there irregu­
larly. He materializes his ego by giving Maisie and her 
governess a red frame to protect his photograph, the school­
room's only ornament, thereby turning it into a Valentine.
It is small wonder that Maisie thinks of Sir Claude in terms 
of Christmas, for he is her childhood's only Santa Claus.
The boxed games prove to be too difficult for either 
Maisie or Mrs. Wix to understand. They do not want to bother 
their benefactor nor have him think ill of them in any way; 
so even though they cannot follow the directions and there­
fore never play the games, they pretend to Sir Claude that 
they both play and enjoy them. Maisie cannot play childhood 
games because they are denied her by her parents and Mrs. 
Beale and they are not explained to her by Sir Claude. In 
this sense Sir Claude provides Maisie with games but will 
not be her co-player. The games are valuable to the child, 
however, because they provide a springboard to discussions
^^Martha Banta, "The Quality of Experience in What Mai­




Not only does Sir Claude bring presents, he is a pre­
sent. From their first meeting, when Sir Claude takes hold 
of Maisie and kisses her, she thinks of him as the ultimate 
toy, "as if he had told her on the spot that he belonged to 
her, 80 that she could already show him off and see the ef­
fect he produced" (57)« It seems to Maisie that Sir Claude 
increases her own worth. He is a valuable plaything and 
just being with him is a game. Sir Claude and Maisie play 
word games, for instance, seemingly silly repetitions, like 
a secret code, which bring them closer together. On the 
whole, her stepfather's attention provides Maisie with the 
security of shared intimacy, the kind she used to admire 
among the adults at her father's.
Another activity which Sir Claude shares with Maisie, 
instead of leaving her to enjoy it with Mrs. Wix, is going 
out about London. Sometimes Mrs. Wix accompanies them, but 
they are more adventurous by themselves* "They rode on the 
top of buses; theÿ visited outlying parks; they went to 
cricket matches where Maisie fell asleep; they tried a hun­
dred places for the best one to have tea. This was his di­
rect way of rising to Mrs. Wix's grand lesson— of making his 
little accepted charge his duty and his life" (109). Still, 
even when out alone with Sir Claude, Maisie talks about how
^^Hamblen, p. 397.
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how Mrs. Wix is bravely bearing Ida's abuse at home. More 
importantly. Sir Claude's taking Maisie out is really an in­
effectual way of making her "his duty and his life." Even 
though these outings are a pleasurable experience for Maisie, 
they are a way for Sir Claude to avoid really decisive ac­
tion about setting up a home for Maisie away from the evil 
world of her parents. What finally prevents him from doing 
so, and from being a suitable companion for Maisie, is his 
surrender to Mrs. Beale's overpowering sexual attraction.
What makes Sir Claude an attractive character for the 
reader is that he is the only one of the illicitly involved 
adults to have an honest struggle over his position. Even 
though he truly loves Maisie, his sexual weakness for Mrs. 
Beale eventually overcomes him. At one point he believes 
he and Mrs. Beale can make Maisie a better life between 
them, but Mrs. Beale is more interested in keeping Sir Claude 
He and Mrs, Beale promise Maisie school and other children, 
but neither delivers. After Sir Claude whisks Maisie to 
her stepmother's house and both paint a rosy picture of the 
future, Maisie inquires if anyone will give her lessons. Mrs. 
Beale replies that she shall go to courses with "awfully 
smart children" to study "French literature" and "sacred 
history" (133). Then she changes her mind and proposes pub­
lic lectures instead. The subjects she suggests and the 
proposal to attend lectures are both absurd. This mode of 
education is too advanced for Maisie. Mrs. Beale's sudden
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withdrawal of her school idea is due to her remer.berinr 
that she needs Maisie in her house to attract Sir Claude 
there. Since Mrs. Beale has never before taken an interest 
in Maisie*s education except as it affects her, it is un­
likely this time that her enthusiasm is more than an attempt 
to impress Sir Claude.
After his affair with Mrs. Beale begins. Sir Claude con­
tinues to send gifts to Maisie in absentia. Maisie receives 
books and music but she misses her stepfather. Mrs. Beale 
still sees Sir Claude, however, a fact that bewilders Maisiei 
" There was . . . a week in which no less than nine volumes
arrived, and the impression was to be gathered from Mrs,
Beale that the obscure intercourse she enjoyed with Sir 
Claude not only involved an account and a criticism of stud­
ies, but was organised almost for the very purpose of report 
and consultation" (I63), It is incredible how little Maisie 
leams, considering the effort spent in organizing her edu­
cation, or at least Mrs. Beale's protests of such. Even 
though Maisie is gratified that her stepmother, being "on 
the spot," seems to want "to make up for everything" (161), 
she would rather see, or even hear about. Sir Claude. Mrs. 
Beale still does not answer her questions* "It was in the 
nature of things to be none of a small child's business, 
even when a small child had from the first been deluded into 
a fear that she might be only too much initiated" (161). In 
any event, Maisie looks forward to the Exhibition at Earl's
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Court where she may see Sir Claude. Throughout all of Kai- 
sie's education. Sir Claude has been both an "incentive and 
a recompense" (l66), as he is once again for going to the 
Exhibition with Mrs, Beale. Sir Claude is the attraction, 
not the "collection of extraordinary foreign things in tre­
mendous gardens, with illuminations, bands, elephants, 
switchbacks and sideshows" (166). She only has a glimpse of 
Sir Claude at Earl's Court, however, as Beale whisks her 
off, after Mrs. Beale sees him with the Countess. She does 
hot see her stepfather again until he unexpectedly arrives 
a few days later and packs her off to Prance. In view of 
his relationship with Mrs. Beale, Sir Claude decides to fol­
low Mrs. Wix's suggestion and take Maisie away from such 
goings-on.
Maisie grows up in France; not only does she mature in
her interpersonal relationships, but she also experiences a
worthwhile cultural lesson. Her going abroad and returning
23
constitute a launch toward freedom, a mythical trip of 
24awakening. Though his gesture in bringing Maisie to 
France is noble. Sir Claude grows weary of Mrs. Wix's pros­
elytizing about his immoral relationship with Mrs. Beale.
He returns to Mrs. Beale, and when he comes back to France,
23
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he makes the mistake of offering Maisie a life of divided 
loyalties. He thinks he can successfully handle both his 
father and lover roles, but Maisie knows he cannot. She is 
willing to make a sacrifice for him, but he cannot recipro­
cate. This knowledge makes Maisie grow up.^^
Maisie*a experiences in Prance are no longer those of 
a child, but of a woman-child. Here she embarks on a jour­
ney of extremities, of copings and agonizing decisions. 
Coupled with her awe-struck appreciation of the new scene is 
her transformation into a teacher, a Jamesian heroine. Only 
Mrs. Wix exhibits the blend of unfaltering devotion and 
an amenability to what Maisie can t e a c h . Although Sir 
Claude is the only character who perceives that Maisie has 
a special goodness, she does not choose him because his devo­
tion is not strong enough to leave Mrs. Beale. And Mrs.
Beale has simply neither devotion nor openness to Maisie.
Maisie*s choice narrows down at the end, and is between 
the two people who have provided her with the most enjoyable 
childhood experiences. Mrs. Wix is her choice because she
will be a more suitable companion. Her relation to Sir
Claude could be that of a stepdaughter to a stepfather, or 
it could sink into a sordidness beneath both of them. Mai­
sie leaves with Mrs. Wix, not because she has given Maisie
^^Habegger, p. 469.
Z^Marius Bewley, "Appearance and Reality in Henry James," 
Scrutiny. 17(Summer, 1950), 110.
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more pleasurable experiences, but because she needs Maisie 
and can be trusted.
In like manner, Maisie*s final decision and what she 
becomes is prepared for, throughout the novel, in the im­





The most easily remembered childhood times bring with 
them either images of pain and fear, or intense feelings of 
enjoyment and safety. Maisie's feelings of safety are rare 
as she watches the adults do battle around her; but a child­
hood completely devoid of happiness would produce a monster, 
and Maisie is no monster. As James skillfully moves the 
reader in and out of Maisie's consciousness,^ the imagery 
takes on a dual nature. It is necessary that Maisie be able 
to express her perceptions in terms a child can understand; 
it is also necessary that James provide the images for the 
adult reader who, while seeing nothing Maisie does not see, 
understands before she does. As Maisie's consciousness 
grows concerning the role she fills in the adult world, she 
is able to attach meanings and feelings to people and events. 
Most of the figurative language is intended to depict Maisie's 
perceptions and her manner of perceiving. The primary im­
ages which James uses to evoke Maisie's feelings of safety 
and danger are those of games, toys, stories, school, and 
other childhood amusements and pastimes. Maisie's feelings 
of estrangement are also vividly expressed through images
^Philip M. Weinstein, Henry James and the Requirements 
of Imagination (Cambridge, Mass.* Harvard U. P., 1971)# p. 76.
^isle, p. 140.
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of glass,3 windows, and doors. By comments from the narrator, 
and by behavior of other characters, James enriches her nas- 
cent perceptions. Violence and pain come through James's 
narrative voice, sometimes in a language too precocious for 
the sensibilities of a child, but always sympathetic toward 
Maisie's plight. Although all the images discussed are not 
directly related to childhood, examination of them will lay 
the groundwork for later discussion of interaction games in 
chapter four. The important fact about the images is that 
they are clues to the outcome of the novel.
Actual game images or images of childhood pastimes in 
What Maisie Knew characterize her emotions of fright and 
joy. As Maisie's perceptions grow, she is able to relate 
certain events to some childhood experience, and thereby 
characterize her reaction to each event with terms she and 
the reader can understand. There are games which she per­
ceives as manipulative or exploitative; there are other 
childhood pastimes which she finds exhilaurating and pleas­
urable. The game image attached to a character or event 
reveals how she feels at that moment, and gives the reader 
a future reference for that character or event in her con­
sciousness. Games root Maisie in the world while they root 
the reader in her consciousness. As the novel progresses, 
specific game images thin out until at the end they almost
^Weinstein, p. 83.
33
disappear. In France .Maisie comes into her own ; she is able 
to take her own turn at life, instead of characterizing her 
life in terms of everyone else's games. The game images and 
general figurative language of childhood perform more than 
one invaluable service for Maisie. Ihey give her a back­
ground against which she can compare people and events and 
thereby decide who and what pleases her and who and what 
frightens her. They also enable her to make an important, 
perception which will finally bring about her decision to 
give up Sir Claude; specifically, storybook and romance im­
agery allows her eventually to discover the difference be­
tween appearance and reality. Maisie becomes frightened, 
therefore, as her awareness grows of her role as pawn; yet 
she enjoys trust and happiness when she and the person thus 
described are equal participants, or if that person is char­
acterized as a beloved toy or possession of Maisie"s. The 
pervasive pattern of images involving playthings and child­
hood impressions treats the reader to a Jamesian tour de
4
force in the way it transmits perception.
Maisie"s parents, being the first "players" in the book, 
are associated with appropriate images. The terrible things 
Beale says about Ida, and other frightening impressions 
culled from Maisie"s time in their households, become to the
^Robert L. Gale, The Caught Imaget Figurative Language 
in the Fiction of Henry James (Chapel Hill: Univ. of Nortn 
Carolina Press, 19^4),p. l8l.
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child macabre dolls that begin "to move their arms and legs" 
(15), after sitting dormant on the shelves of Maisie*s inno­
cent perception. Moddle tries to alleviate the "strain" of 
hearing each parent calumniate the other by treating the 
painful images and associations as "complicated toys or dif­
ficult books" kept from Maisie "in the childish dusk, the dim 
closet, the high drawers, like games she wasn't yet big e- 
nough to play" (12). Beale fires Moddle when that woman's 
objections become too vocal, but the horrendous environment 
is too pervasive not to reach the child's consciousness 
eventually.
Things and events she should be allowed to enjoy are 
made just as painful for Maisie. Beale makes weapons of 
Ida's letters to her daughter; in his hands they become 
"dangerous missiles" (10), as, in Maisie*s presence, he 
sends them flying unopened into the fireplace. Letters are 
not the only thing# that fly. With the carrying-out of the 
divorce settlement, Maisie becomes "the little feathered 
shuttlecock" (l4) who is kept flying from house to house.
It does not take long for either parent to realize the goal 
of such a game t not to have the shuttlecock land on your 
side. So, custody of Maisie becomes a perverse tug-of-war, 
whose end "would be that each parent would try to make the 
little girl a burden to the other— a sort of game in which 
a fond mother clearly wouldn't show to advantage" (19)» As 
her parents toss her back and forth, Maisie becomes an "un-
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detonated bomb that will hopefully go off in the other's 
c o u r t , o r  even the unwanted card in a game of Old Maid.
In either situation, as Maisie slowly becomes aware of the 
rules of her parents' games, she recognizes they are trying 
to be rid of her.
Maisie is even put off by the people she sees in her 
parents' respective salons, whose menacing features remind 
her of the games she cannot play; these images are typical 
of the phantasmagorical way in which the child views much of 
her world.^ There is the lady with "eyebrows arched like 
skipping ropes" (26) who denigrates the qualifications of 
Maisie's governesses. There is also the lecherous Mr.
Perriam, one of Ida's adulterous connections. Feeling ex­
posed as Mr. Perriam looks at her and Mrs. Wix, Maisie feels 
as though she were in "a cage at a menagerie" (93). Maisie 
fancies his eyes as "little globes" which roll around the 
room "as if they had been billiard balls impelled by Ida's 
celebrated stroke" (91). In like terms Maisie perceives the 
money clenched in her mother's fist during their last meeting. 
Ida is on the verge of giving a rolled-up bank note to Maisie 
but withdraws it suddenly making it like "one of the other 
balls that Ida's cue used to send flying" (228). In this 




of tho games other people are playing.
From the beginning domestic life is so unsettling, and 
her position so precarious, that Maisie finds herself cling­
ing to Miss evermore for safety as they seem to be caught 
"in some wild game of 'going round'" (l8). When Miss Over- 
more establishes herself in Beale's house, she seems in Mai­
sie* s eyes to have left her side in the wild game and to have 
started playing a scarier one with her father. On their way 
to Beale's house, Maisie asks her father where her young 
governess stayed while she was at Ida's, thus drawing from 
him "one of those loud laughs of his that, however prepared 
she was, seemed always, like some trick in a frightening game, 
to leap forth and make her jump" (31). That Miss Overmore 
is no longer her equal is evident by the "merry little scrim­
mage" (31) which she and Beale have over Maisie in the car­
riage. As with her parents, Maisie has become an object to 
be played with by her once affectionate governess. Miss 
Overmore leams the games well. Just as her father once 
kept her mother's letters from her. Miss Overmore keeps Mrs. 
Wix's letters, while telling the child to trust her. When 
Miss Overmore becomes Mrs. Beale, and then becomes eventually 
disenchanted with that role, Maisie becomes aware of her new 
usefulness in attracting Sir Claude to her stepmother.
In France Maisie perceives Mrs, Beale's attempt to woo 
Mrs. Wix into accepting her as Maisie's guardian as a game, 
"as smart as a juggler's trick, in the interest of which
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nothing so much mattered as the new convenience of Mrs.
Beale" (302/. By talking incessantly Mrs. Beale hopes to 
divert their attention from thoughts of the anxiously awaited 
Sir Claude I "There were moments when Mrs. Beale's flow of 
talk was a mere rattle to smother a knock" (305). Maisie 
is not diverted, even though Mrs. Wix might be for a moment. 
Furthermore Mrs. Beale offers Maisie a future full of deceit 
aind trickery. Maisie is told that she and Mrs, Beale "must 
play our cards" (292) in order to have Sir Claude come to 
them. Maisie's desire not to be a part of such game-playing 
makes these images tell heavily against her stepmother.
From the first, Sir Claude is perceived as the ultimate 
toy: "No, nothing else that was most beautiful ever belonging 
to her could kindle that particular joy— not Mrs. Beale at 
that moment, not papa when he was gay, or mamma when she was 
dressed, nor Lisette when she was new" (57). Later when Mrs. 
Beale and Sir Claude are on the verge of an affair, Maisie 
sees her stepmother as a woman to whom "a great gift had come 
(124). Sir Claude's smile has a promise for Maisie "as 
bright as that of a Christmas-tree" (57). He is able to 
blow Maisie's consciousness of him bigger and bigger as 
though it were a "balloon" (269). Maisie's elation at his 
paying attention to her, his seeming to want her for herself, 
makes her feel as though "she took from him the highest push 
of a swing— high, high, high— that he had had put there for 
her pleasure" (309). There is no doubt that Maisie's time
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at her mother’s, with Sir Claude and Mrs. Wix, is the happi­
est (in childhood terms) she ever has. Instead of sec inr 
her experiences mostly in game images, she now leads a life 
of childhood fun and games. While Ida, Beale, and Mre. Beale 
only play games with Maisie, Sir Claude and Mrs. Wix are 
amusements in themselves. Sir Claude is a toy and Mrs. Wix 
is as "droll as a charade" (26). Maisie's life with her 
stepfather and her governess is so exciting that in her imag­
ination she relegates Mrs. Beale to the position of a child 
"not invited to a Christmas party" (70).
AS the connection between Sir Claude and Ida deterio­
rates and the one between Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale materi­
alizes, Maisie perceives her shaky position in game-like 
terras. Conversation in the nursery often finds Mrs. Wix and 
Sir Claude discussing Maisie's future. Maisie sees herself 
as a passive participant in such discussions, being able to 
experience life only at second hand* "So the sharpened 
sense of spectatorship was the child's main support, the 
long habit from the first, of seeing herself in discussion 
and finding in the fury of it— she had had a glimpse of the 
game of football--a sort of compensation for the doom of a 
peculiar passivity" (107). Maisie senses that everyone else 
is on the inside of life while she remains on the outside. 
The passage also signifies that she allows others to manip­
ulate her, and between the lines lies an incipient resent­
ment about her position as pawn. Maisie has accepted the
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role of passivity,because it causes the least problem for 
others; she is always the little diplomat. For Maisie's 
evolution as a heroine to take place, however, she must
7
emerge active. She must take control and she must instruct. 
She must ultimately recognize her worth as a person; there­
fore, the fact that she sees herself playing a passive role 
is the first step toward taking an active part in her own 
life.
It is important to note that, except for her discussion 
about Maisie with Sir Claude, Mrs. Wix's actions are never 
perceived by Maisie as though the old woman were playing 
games with her, in the sense that Maisie is merely a pawn.
In Prance, Mrs. Wix even acquires an heroic, though some­
times comic, grandeur which makes her magnificent in Maisie's
g
eyes, and an unexpected force to deal with in the eyes of 
her step-parents. She begins to show "infinite variety"(256)
Q
like the regal queen of the Nile,^ as she staunchly stands 
up to both Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale in loyal support of 
Maisie's welfare. Despite the grandness of this reference, 
she is still Maisie's "playfellow" (279)» a term which
^Lebowitz, p. 84.
In the Preface to What Maisie Knew, in The Art of the 
Novel (New York* Charles Scribner's Sons, 196277 p. iW, 
James says that Maisie "has the wonderful importance... of 
lending to poorer persons and things, by the mere fact of 
their being involved with her and by the special scale she 
creates for them, a precious element of dignity."
^Isle, p. 131.
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implies mutual trust. Indeed Maisie tells Mrs. Wix, "Just 
trust me, dear" (236)1 in fact her tone here already su, 'esii: 
she has evolved beyond Mrs. Wix. The only other game imager/ 
involving Mrs. Wix also implies that she and Maisie are co­
players and therefore honest with each other. During an 
especially heated discussion of Maisie's moral sense, they 
stare into each other's eyes "as if it were a game with for­
feits for winking" (288). This is an indication that Mrs.
Wix will be the character whom Maisie will choose as her 
companion, for she is the only adult who always plays fair.
Game imagery is used to express Maisie's uncertainty 
during the domestic upheaval. There is talk of "sides" 
which the child finds bewildering, as well she might, given 
parents estranged from each other, her, and their new spouses 
step-parents growing increasingly intimate; and a governess, 
hired by her mother, who is all for the stepfather but not 
the stepmother* "It sounded . , . like puss-in-the- 
comer, and she jjflaisi^ could only wonder if the distribu­
tion of parties would lead to a rushing tb and fro and a 
changing of places. She was in the presence, she felt, of 
restless change" (95). Although her time with Sir Claude 
has been pleasurable, Maisie is aware that some new uncer­
tainty awaits her.
When relations with Ida have deteriorated beyond all re­
pair, Sir Claude whisks Maisie off, without prior notice, to 
Mrs. Beale, who swoops upon Maisie like a bird of prey.
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It is difficult to forget her neglect of Maisie during the 
child's last stay at her father's, so her exaggerated clutch­
ing of Maisie seems a display for Sir Claude's benefit, Mai­
sie is somewhat perplexed by the changes time has made upon 
her stepmother, as she was once bewildered by the changes in 
Ida right after her marriage to Sir Claude. At that time 
Mrs. Wix explained that her mother was in love ; it does not 
take Maisie long to discover the same emotion, for the SBune 
gentleman, in her stepmother.
Maisie soon leams that Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale in­
tend for the three of them to be together, if not right 
away, then eventually. At this point Maisie is sincerely 
affectionate toward both her step-parents although she pre­
fers the handsome Sir Claude. Still there is something in 
the situation which makes her uneasy about excluding Mrs.
Wix. She sees her predicament in an image of childhood 
amusement which turns frightening* "Q/Iaisi^ gazed from one 
of them to the other thinking that though she had been happy 
indeed between Sir Claude and Mrs. Wix she should evidently 
be happier still between Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale. But it 
was like being perched on a prancing horse, and she made a 
movement to hold on to something. 'Then, you know, shan't 
I bid good-bye to Mrs. Wix?"’(132). Sir Claude responds 
that he will make everything all right with Maisie's govern­
ess. Still the apparent betrayal of Mrs. Wix makes Maisie 
realize that her uneasiness can be allayed by "something’’to
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hold on to, which turns out to be the thought of Mrs. Wix. 
Later the prancing horse turns into the safety and courage 
of Mrs. Wix, a war horse neighing and ready to do battle for 
Maisie.
Sir Claude appreciates Maisie's regard for Mrs. Wix; 
this is perhaps one explanation for his taking Maisie to 
Mrs. Beale surreptitiously. His caution is certainly per­
ceptive, for Maisie identifies herself with Mrs. Wix. The 
only other time Maisie has had to leave Mrs. Wix was com­
pared to an especially painful childhood image, that of a 
tooth extraction at the dentist, Maisie being the poor tooth 
"embedded in Mrs. Wix's nature" (29) which is being removed. 
No parting from Mrs. Beale or even Sir Claude is ever de­
scribed in such a physically painful way. Still Sir Claude 
knows Maisie's intense consciousness of the present moment 
well enough to know she will elect to stay with Mrs. Beale 
even if given the chance to refuse, which, to his credit, he 
gives her.
Because he has a sincere regard for Maisie, Sir Claude 
is certainly more solicitous of her welfare than either of 
her parents or her stepmother. He has a real love for her 
and Maisie holds him in the highest regard up to the end.
The feelings of love and safety which Maisie derives from 
Sir Claude and Mrs. Wix respectively are destined to clash 
in the final climactic scenes ; yet Maisie, even after choos­
ing to go off with Mrs. Wix, says her last words in the
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novel about Sir Claude. In order that the proper context be 
set for Maisie's feelings about her stepfather, it is neces­
sary to examine the novel’s storybook imagery.
Maisie's attraction to Mrs. Wix's talent for telling 
stories predisposes the child to draw several parallels be­
tween the tales she has heard in the nursery and her real- 
life situations. In this manner Maisie is able to explain 
confusing relationships and describe blissful situations.
Even though Maisie leams to ignore her parents' horrible 
tales, she believes Mrs. Wix's romantic stories; Maisie is 
"at the age for which all stories are true aund all concep­
tions stories" (l4). A storybook connection is introduced 
right in the beginning when the narrator likens Maisie to 
"a drummer-boy in a ballad or a story" (9 ) because she is in 
the thick of a fight. Even Ida is once portrayed in Maisie's 
mind as "some gorgeous idol described in a story book" (69), 
which is awe-inspiring but neither loving or even human. 
Beale's beard meanwhile, far from inviting childish fingers 
to play there, is a "costume" that is "burnished like a 
gold breastplate" (8 ) and his teeth have the "eternal glit­
ter" of a present-day Hollywood star. For the most part, 
however, the romantic storybook imagery centers around Sir 
Claude, who is like one of "the lovers of her [Mrs. Wix'~s| 
distressed beauties" because he is "the perfect gentleman
^®Gale, p. 117.
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and strikingly handsome" (ol/. So taken is Maisie by her 
romantic perception of her stepfather that she "set her tooth 
like an Indian captive" and is prepared "to be vainly tor­
tured" (66) when Sir Claude asks her to be reticent about his 
familiarity with Mrs. Beale. Before one of their outings, 
the maid remarks to Maisie that Sir Claude is calling for 
her alone as though she were a "duchess" (136). While in 
the park on this particular outing, even Sir Claude spirit­
edly romanticizes by referring to Kensington Gardens as the 
Forest of Arden, while he is the banished Duke and Maisie 
the "artless country wench" Audrey (139). The romantic 
spell breaks, however, when Maisie recognizes the girl in 
the distance, dubbed Rosalind by Sir Claude, to be no one 
but Ida.
While Ida and Sir Claude confront each other in heated 
argument, Maisie has a storybook encounter with the Captain. 
He is the first person who Maisie has heard praise her 
mother, but he also calls Maisie by her name and talks to her 
in the way that "young ladies must be spoken to in the inter­
vals of dances" (l48) by their partners. Maisie's reaction 
to the Captain's warmth rivals her affection for Sir Claude; 
in fact. Sir Claude pales by comparison. Next to the Cap­
tain's pronouncement of admiration for Ida, the manner in 
which Sir Claude's love has been described "seemed as empty 
now as the chorus in a children's game" (152). Because Mai­
sie is so attracted to the Captain, it is not surprising to
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leam that the Captain played Sir Claude's part in James's 
notebook p l a n s , T h e  encounter in the park, while it con­
tributes greatly to Maisie's education--that is, her ability
12to distinguish appearance from reality --also teaches her 
that there are people in the world capable of ideal behavior•
The event which makes the largest contribution toward 
Maisie's knowledge of reality and appearance occurs during 
her unexpected visit to the dark American Countess's apart­
ments, Maisie is dazzled by the venturei "The child had 
been in thousands of stories— all Mrs, Wix's and her own,,, 
but she had never been in such a story as this. By the time 
he jlseaie] had helped her out of the cab, which drove away, 
and she heard in the door of the house the prompt little 
click of his key, the Arabian Nights had quite closed around 
her" (175)' Maisie figures that the lady who lives in such 
a lovely place must be radiantly beautiful, since neither 
her beautiful mother or stepmother has such fine things.
Apart from the lessons Maisie leams about her father during 
this s c e n e , s h e  leams that the romantic idealization is 
sometimes not the fact. The repulsive Countess does not fit 
the impression of her rooms. Although Maisie knows that the
l^Ward S, Worden, "Henry James's What Maisie Knew* A 
Comparison with the Plans in the Notebooks," PMLA, 68 (June, 
1953). 377.
l^Isle, p. 154,
l^See chapter iv, pp, 107-111,
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woman is trying to be kind, she concludes that the Countess 
is far too unattractive to be considered an honorable lady 
friend of her father's. Maisie is not a snob; she is just 
abysmally bewildered and finally frightened by such a re­
pugnant companion to the man who husbanded two beautiful 
women. She senses that this version of the Arabian Nights 
contains lust, falsity, and g r e e d . B e c a u s e  of this real­
ization Maisie will begin to see Sir Claude in a different 
light.
An interesting sidelight to this incident reveals much 
about Mrs, Beale. It involves the coins of unstipulated 
value which the Countess gives Maisie for cabfare, on the 
assumption that "stepmothers don't pay" (197). Maisie finds 
that "the money was far too much even for a fee in a fairy 
tale" (198). The cabman cannot change it, so Maisie has to 
borrow money from the maid to pay her fare since, curiously, 
Mrs, Beale is not home at this late hour. The outcome is 
that the disgruntled maid, who has trouble collecting the 
loan from Mrs, Beale, tells Maisie of her stepmother's un­
seemly return at three o'clock a,m. Furthermore the maid 
characterizes Mrs, Beale's insulted assurance that the money 
will be returned to the Countess as just a "gime" (199).^^
^^Banta, p, 456,
l^Mrs, Wix later exclaims "Gammon!" (274), when Maisie 
tells her that Mrs, Beale sent the money back to the Countess, 
Although that word is a British colloquialism meaning deceit­
ful nonsense or trickery, in another definition, whose source 
word meant game, it means an unopposed victory in backgammon,
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As Maisie gains many of her perceptions from the information 
given voluntarily by others, her questions usually incurring 
laughter or wrath, such offhand observations are important 
to her growing realization of the way she figures in the 
adults' lives.
Sir Claude continues to be a romantic figure for Maisie 
even though she soon perceives that he is not her brave 
knight, that her "fairy tale hero is incapable of ideal be­
havior in the real w o r l d . " By carrying Maisie off in 
swashbuckling fashion (even though he has to overcome only 
the maid's objections in Mrs, Beale's absence), Sir Claude 
at least temporarily makes up for Maisie's terrible experi­
ence at the Countess's apartments. In Prance, though, Mai­
sie begins to wonder if there might not be a "kind of nat­
ural divergence between lovers and little girls" (205).
This is not a moral perception on Maisie's part, but the be­
ginning of her final realization that Sir Claude is dividing 
his l o y a l t i e s . A n d  even though Sir Claude's princely man­
ner reduces Mrs, Wix and Maisie to "simple worship of him" 
(259), his return to England with the maid is still no more 
than a dodge to Maisie, In his absence. Sir Claude looms 
bigger and more valuable in Maisie's consciousness 1 the 




her feeling for Mrs. Beale. She is not sure if she wants to 
exclude Mrs. Beale from the French adventure, "this prospect 
. . . of courtesy in romantic forms*(2?i), Mrs, Wix and Mrs, 
Beale herself soon cure Maisie of any such romantic ideas 
concerning her stepmother.
When Sir Claude returns after the unexpected arrival of 
Mrs, Beale, Maisie is struck by the change in him, even 
though he still attempts to re-establish old times by being 
her gentleman knight. His actions are strangely dichotomous 
and Maisie fears losing him. For example, he entertains her 
by taking her to breakfast where the waiters perform "as 
nimbly, , , as a certain conjurer" (324) she had seen at a 
London music hall; but he lies to her about not seeing Mrs, 
Beale smd Maisie immediately recognizes the falsehood. Also 
the decision that looms large before them causes the pair 
to look at each other "through the whole play of French 
pleasantness with a gravity that had now ceased to dissemble* 
(327). Finally Sir Claude ironically offers "Honi soit qui 
mal y pense" (334), which means "Shamed be he who thinks e- 
vil of it" and which is the motto of England's highest order 
of knighthood, in defense of a sordid future for Maisie with 
Mrs, Beale and himself; yet he is not brave knight enough to 
leave Mrs, Beale and start a new life with Maisie in Paris, 
When Maisie becomes thus aware of Sir Claude's fear and 
weakness, her own fear is "dashed down and broken" (345) as 
though it were a toy, the last of her childhood, Maisie
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Knows that her favorite "toy". Sir Claude, will not be with 
her in the future. Sir Claude's inability to come up to 
Maisie’s expectations and to reciprocate her courage com­
pletes her education in recognizing the reality of life hid­
den behind appearances,^^
The disappearance of her fears and her disenchantment 
with Sir Claude cause the death of Maisie's childhood, 
and the emergence of a young woman who is able to make a 
free choice, the decision to give up Sir Claude without 
really denouncing him and to go off with Mrs. Wix, That 
Maisie has emerged as the fully conscious, fully aware, and 
fully ethical Jamesian heroine is apparent from the fact 
that, unlike Mrs, Wix, she does not condemn Sir Claude,
Back at the hotel she continues to ask Mrs, Beale to give 
him up only so that the women will be aware of what has oc­
curred and so that she can show Sir Claude that her love 
for him has not ended.
The outcome of What Maisie Knew is also prepared for by 
the novel's other image patterns. Schoolroom activities, for 
example, often explain phenomena outside the schoolroom, A 
minor instance of this shows that Mrs, Beale is as frugal 
as Ida, Even though Mrs, Beale promises to take Maisie to 





free oeldom materialize. Maisie conceptualizes that money 
comes from her stepmother's purse like "answers from bad 
children to lessons that had not been looked at" (171),
By far, the most important instance of Maisie's explain­
ing her life through schoolroom metaphors occurs when she is 
faced with the final decision about her future, Mrs, Wix 
teaches her pupil the concept of "moral sense" but the child 
instinctively knows that she will need more than that for the 
approaching emotional crisis. The day of the decision looms 
grave for Maisie and Mrs, Wix, Maisie senses the seriousness 
of their situation; in dressing for what will be her last 
outing with Sir Claude, therefore, it seems "as if indeed 
with the last touch she had put on the judgement-cap" (317). 
This image, occurring on the brink of the emergence of Mai­
sie* s mature consciousness, carries the double meaning of the 
nursery thinking-cap and the sage's cap of wisdom. The im­
age is also appropriate, for Maisie becomes wiser than any-
20one else while still remaining a chronological child.
Sir Claude wants Maisie to give up Mrs, Wix to live 
with Mrs, Beale and him, a choice which is "like an impos­
sible sum on a slate" (341), Sir Claude is as willing as 
Maisie to postpone temporarily the final decision, so the 
sum is one "she got off from doing while she walked about 




Wix before she could do her sum; therefore the longer before 
she saw her the more distant would be the ordeal" (3^1-342). 
Their prolonged stay away from the hotel where Maisie*s "sum" 
awaits her makes "truants" (343) of Sir Claude and Maisie 
because they are postponing their responsibility. Finally 
back at the hotel Mrs. Wix asks Maisie if she has forgotten 
their frantic search for her sense of morality; the old 
woman is upset because they have been gone so long. The 
child wavers because she remembers "how she sometimes 
couldn't repeat on Friday the sentence that had been glib on 
Wednesday" (353). She is confused and can come up with only 
"the old flat shameful schoolroom plea" (354). with Maisie's 
reply of "I don't know," Mrs, Wix seems "to close the book 
as she fixed the straighteners on Sir Claude" (354), She 
then blames him for making Maisie lose her moral sense. 
Something has happened on their walk, however, which causes 
Sir Claude to stand up to Mrs, Wix's narrow morality, Mrs, 
Wix may have been a force to contend with, speaking "as she 
had never spoken even in the schoolroom and with the book in 
her hand" (353), but Sir Claude "was not to be treated as a 
little boy with a missed lesson" (354), He defends Maisie, 
assuring Mrs, Wix that Maisie has not been corrupted; on the 
contrary, he suddenly discerns in Maisie an almost sacred 
quality.
Giving up Sir Claude is probably the most difficult de­
cision Maisie will ever be faced with; James's imagery con­
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firms that Mrs, Wix will be the best available choice. 
Teaching has been the furthest thing from everyone's mind 
in France, but the narrator continues to refer to Maisie as 
Mrs, Wix's pupil (237, 294, 325), Despite her failings in 
that area, Mrs. Wix is the character most personally associ­
ated in Maisie's mind with the schoolroom, since Mrs. Beale 
very early gives up her teaching duties for more social ones. 
Even Sir Claude is never more than a visitor in the school­
room, despite the fact that his picture is the only decora­
tion and his name the one topic of study there. Now, at 
the important occasion where Maisie must do her "sum," Sir 
Claude and Mrs, Beale stand "like visitors at an 'exsun'"(354 ) 
but Mrs, Wix has come to stay. Through projection Mrs, Wix 
also becomes the exsuniner, intent on showing off her pupil's 
knowledge, in this case her moral sense. Even though Maisie 
exhibits knowledge of more than Mrs, Wix has taught her, a 
concept that will be treated in chapter four, Mrs, Wix and 
Maisie have been coupled as governess and pupil since the 
beginning. It is inevitable that they will end up together, 
no longer governess suid pupil, but together. All the images 
point toward Mrs, Wix as Maisie's choice.
At first Maisie's accumulation of knowledge is a passive 
experience; her questions seldom receive answers, Maisie's 
awareness gives her information she does not actively seek; 
and awareness, even in a sordid environment, is vital to
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20maximum development in any Jamesian heroine. Maisie's 
passivity abates as her awareness grows, and her curiosity 
causes her to discover barriers to experience, represented, 
in her mind by glass, windows, and doors. Closed doors and 
windows symbolize barriers, as well as accesses, to knowl­
edge of the adult world, love both parental and romantic, 
and emergence of her mature self.
Urged on by her child's natural inquisitiveness, Maisie 
looks for some rites of passage that will make her feel less 
an outsider in her totally adult world. Because her ques­
tions most often produce laughter, "life was like a long, 
long corridor with rows of closed doors. She had learned 
that at these doors it was wise not to knock— this seemed to 
produce from within such sounds of derision" (33-34), With 
the extramarital affairs going on around her, the image of 
the closed door with sounds of laughter from within can 
reasonably carry connotations of Maisie's first feelings of 
thwarted sexuality, no matter how unable she is to define 
them, or even of a primal scene. The Freudian interpreta­
tion, however, is only one explanation of the many percep­
tions which Maisie finds unfolding to her, an outsider in 
an adult world. Her passivity allows her to "get at experi­
ence [only] by flattening her nose against a pane of glass" 




"as if she were flattening her nose upon the hard window-pane 
of the sweet-shop of knowledge" (137). Because she does not 
know how to cross these barriers, Maisie naturally feels 
an outsider to most adult activities; but the "sweet-shop" 
image implies that what waits for her must surely be within 
her rights and capabilities. Maisie is being cheated out of 
her due. Her awareness of her estrangement, therefore, 
teaches her about the corrupt world of her parents, as though 
they were consciously instructing her in their evil ways and 
how to avoid them.
Windows can open; and when they are closed, the glass 
can be broken or it can reflect images like a mirror. The 
glass that seemingly encases Ida in icy aloofness is never 
removed willingly for Maisie. On the rare occasion when Mai­
sie comes inside the scope of her mother's attention, the 
violence of the images reveal Maisie's fright and humilia­
tion while they expand her awareness of her mother's true 
nature. For example, Ida's flighty jumps in conversation 
produce the same effect as though "she might have slammed the 
door in your face" (69), During the confrontation in Ken­
sington Gardens, Ida (although caught red-handed with a 
lover), tries to pass off the blame onto Sir Claude by 
clutching Maisie to her jewelled bosom in a maternal exhibi­
tion performed for the Captain's benefit. The violence of 
Ida's gesture completely depersonalizes her relationship 
with her daughter,
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Suddenly finding herself "on her mother's breast • • •
f— —-
anid a wilderness of trinkets, she jjttaisie] felt as if she 
had suddenly been thrust, with a smash of glass, into a 
jeweller's shop-front, but only to be as suddenly ejected 
with a push" (145;. This particular window image carries 
many painful associations for a child. Besides the sense 
of childish guilt at having broken a window, Maisie becomes 
painfully aware of her mother's motivations in pretending 
affection and thus she feels personally violated. In addi­
tion, the choice of a jeweller's shop-front as cm image for 
Ida's "motherly" bosom evokes the thought of something out of 
reach, exquisite, and for sale; it calls forth the idea of 
lavish gifts promised for favors rendered. Maisie is begin­
ning to l e a m  more about her mother, especially that those 
favors are not intended for her.
Even though Maisie might be momentarily attracted to 
her mother's consciously irresistible charm, she is hence­
forward never deluded about her mother's true feelings and 
intentions toward her: Maisie is to be used for whatever
purpose presents itself. When Ida suddenly flashes in on 
the idyllic scene between Sir Claude and Maisie at Folke­
stone, she initially produces the effect of "one of the 
iron shutters . . , she had seen suddenly at the touch of 
a spring, rattle down over shining shop-fronts" (208). Now 
the windows represent the experiences that await the child 
in France; Maisie is afraid that Ida has come to thwart their
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plans, like a frightening and clanging iron grating whcih 
puts the window out of reach. What Ida wants, however, is 
for Maisie to sympathize with her and to accept the blame for 
what has happened and will happen to her. Since this is the 
last tine Ida will see Maisie, she can afford to be charming, 
so much so that Maisie then sees her mother's face as "a 
lamp set in a window" (211). Ida's desire to absolve her­
self of any blame far outweighs any inclination to do any­
thing truly good for Maisie. Trying to bow out of Maisie's 
life, Ida "draped herself in the tatters of her impudence, 
postured to her utmost before the last little triangle of 
cracked glass to which so many fractures had reduced the 
polished plate of filial superstition" (2l8 ).
Since Ida's desertion of Maisie at Folkestone defini­
tively marks Maisie's start of a new life, her "approach to 
21freedom," this image takes on a new emphasis. By main­
taining a barrier of insensibility between herself and Mai­
sie, Ida has all but destroyed any automatic love which a 
daughter may feel toward the woman who is her mother, Ida 
hopes there will be enough of that "polished plate" left 
for Maisie to assume the blame for Ida's desertion of her, 
Maisie is only too glad to let Ida go, although she does not 
feel any guilt. When Maisie mentions the Captain, Ida drops 




looks that slammed the door in her face" (223), in other 
words, when Maisie comes too close, when she says the words 
that force Ida to see herself, Ida attempts to put her on 
the outside, to estrange her once more. It is too late, how­
ever, because Maisie has finally penetrated her mother's 
glass encasement and is neither heartened nor comforted by 
what she finds inside. Maisie's consciousness allows her to 
see the reality apart from the appearance; her mother sud­
denly reminds her of some specimen she had seen in a jar 
which "had been promised as a beautiful yellow [~bu~^ was 
produced as a beautiful black" (223^ ). Ida smashes the last 
vestige of the "little triangle of cracked glass" of Maisie*s 
filial superstition, Maisie foresees doom and desolation 
for Ida, who has earned bad luck from breaking the mirror 
of Maisie's love. Also Maisie is revealed as the emerging 
Jamesian heroine with her perception of the specimen in the 
jar. Having pierced her mother's facade, she finds her 
mother evil ("black"), but still beautiful, Maisie takes on 
the worldly wisdom of an insider; she pities but does not 
hate her mother. She understands but does not condemn.
The imagery in What Maisie Knew, therefore, works con­
sistently and effectively in translating Maisie's percep­
tions of her experience. Through the imagery, Maisie can
relate her gradual metamorphosis from helpless pawn to a




documents her confusion and pain as she leams to cope with 
her parents' all-pervasive hatred, her frustration at being 
both excluded and used, and her eventual realization that ap­
pearance and reality are not always the same. The figures 
show that Maisie's young and seemingly loving stepmother 
uses her to gratify her sexual and social needs. They re­
veal to Maisie that her beloved knight is just a slave to 
his passions. And they emphasize the fact that Maisie's 
comical and sometimes even heroic governess, the lady who 
frightened the child when first they met, can be trusted.
The images then chronicle Maisie's growth from child to 





Actual childhood pastimes and image patterns are not the 
only indicators of Maisie's growing perceptions and final 
decision. In a novel where games are such a prominent as­
pect of the construction, it is not surprising that there is 
a great deal of name-calling. Examined in all its aspects—  
the complimentary, noncommittal, and vicious— this game of­
fers a valuable key for interpretation of character and out­
come in What Maisie Knew. The names that the characters be­
stow upon each other and themselves, as well as the descrip­
tive epithets used by the narrator, reveal personal traits 
of each character and help to determine Maisie's perception.
Maisie's parents use her to carry awful names to each 
other; and when she displeases them, they call her terrible 
names, unless it profits them to be kind to her. Mrs. Beale 
is particularly vicious in characterizing Mrs. Wix, although 
her jealous nature is capable of producing critical epithets 
for everyone, including Maisie. Her strange endearments 
for the child reveal that she does not really care for her. 
Sir Claude's name-calling shows him to be the perfect gentle­
man and provides a few telling insights into his weaknesses. 
Also his special pet names for Maisie reveal at the very 
least a fraternal chumminess. Mrs. Wix's name-calling, and 
the lack of it, reveal her to be considerate of Maisie's 
feelings, yet ready to take a stand when her own and Maisie's
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feelings are trampled upon. Maisie has the fewest names 
for people of any character in the novel; therefore, the 
few instances of such are quite important to understanding 
her developing perceptions. Finally the narrator* s charac­
terizations, although there must be some allowance for 
James's variety of expression, indicate that Maisie will 
choose Mrs. Wix while they infuse into the novel a sense of 
comic irony.
Unfortunately for Maisie, she is employed at an early 
age to carry disparaging messages from one parent to the 
other; she at first does not understand their meanings, but 
she soon perceives their effect on the target. After i-laisie's 
dawning realization of the treachery of such an office, she 
stops carrying her parents' hatred. With each "I don't 
know," Maisie leaves herself open to abuse, but she is still 
glad she has stopped their game : "She would forget everything, 
she would repeat nothing, and when, as a tribute to the suc­
cessful application of her system, she began to be called a 
little idiot, she tasted a pleasure new and keen" (15),
Among the steadfast impressions Maisie has of her 
flighty mother are "the rattle of her trinkets and the 
scratch of her endearments, the odour of her clothes and the 
jumps of her conversation" (68). The semi-sincere nature of 
Ida's affection for her daughter makes her endearments seem 
scratchy to Maisie. Ida is loving only when it profits her. 
For example, her letters to Maisie, the ones Beale allows
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her to read, open with "my precious pet" (3o), An endear­
ment like this is included more for Beale's benefit than 
Maisie's, and is destined to disappear as the game of play­
ing the concerned parent becomes boring. Indeed, the novelty 
of winning six months custody of Maisie from Beale stirs 
Ida's maternal instinct. Ida picks Maisie up after the 
first six months and ask her "precious angel" if her "beastly 
papa" has a message for her "own loving mama" (13). Maisie 
delivers Beale’s message and calls Ida "a nasty horrid pig" 
(13). Ida's reaction is enough to make Maisie refuse to 
play that gaune again.
Even when not connected with showing Beale up, Ida's 
endearments can be as uncomfortable as her abuse. During a 
tour of the nursery with Mr. Perriam, Ida calls Maisie, al­
most in the same breath, "darling," "sweet thing," and a 
dreadful bouncing business" (9&). Ida tries to impress all 
of her gentleman friends with her maternal affectioh, but
A
even then she is only affectionate by halves. On another 
occasion Ida uses endearments (for even "my daughter" is 
endearing to Maisie), to intimidate Sir Claude during the 
skirmish in Kensington Gardens. Displaying a fearsome ma­
ternal majesty, Ida asks him what he is doing with "my 
daughter" (l43). Despite the fracas "Maisie had a greater 
sense than ever in her life before of not being personally 
noticed." Ida calls Maisie "my own child" (145) as she em­
braces her violently for a moment before casting her as
&
violently away to the Captain, Because Maisie is treated as 
an object in both, her mother's affection is as painful as 
her abuse.
During this particular encounter, Maisie leams that 
her mother's feelings toward Sir Claude, while mostly criti­
cal by this point, are infused with ambiguous endearments. 
For example, Ida refers to Maisie's beloved stepfather as 
"this creature" (143); then right after she calls him "my
dear" she tells him that he is "too utterly loathsome" (145),
Later the Captain informs Maisie that her mother believes 
Sir Claude to be "the real culprit" (14?) in their domestic 
problems. Maisie can sympathize with Sir Claude as well as 
identify with him, for he also receives her mother's endear­
ments only to have them snatched away and replaced by abuse. 
The Kensington Gardens meeting is futher important for the 
momentary change Maisie witnesses in Sir Claude. Thinking 
his stepdaughter out of earshot, he lets fly the only pejora­
tive term which Maisie ever hears him use toward Ida. In
fact, the point is made earlier that "he never said a word
to her against her mother" (88). Even though his epithets 
may smack of sarcasm ("your sainted mother" [lO^ , "my own 
sweet wife" [l4£| , auid "my own precious partner" _J25^  ), he 
never downgrades Ida in front of Maisie. It is evident then 
that he is sorely irked by his wife's unexpected appearance 
with her lover, because he can hardly wait to blurt out at 
her, "You damned old b !" (l45). Maisie's protective re­
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gard for Sir Claude is evident, because when the Captain 
asks what Sir Claude said, she replies that he called Ida 
a "damned old brute" (146), She cannot bring out the word 
" b i t c h , w h i c h  James also had reservations about spelling 
out. She does not want to make her stepfather out as too 
much of a villain to the Captain; but the fact that she 
brings out a near copy of the orignial shows that name-call­
ing is a part of her experience.
In any event, her candor in front of the Captain lets 
Maisie in for the most personally enjoyable "name-calling" 
she ever experiences; this is propably the most important 
aspect of the encounter in the park. The Captain is flabber­
gasted by Sir Claude’s abusive language and graciously as­
sures Maisie that her mother is "an angel" (l46). Maisie 
revels so in someone else's admiration of her mother that 
she is totally taken with the "candid simple soldier" (l46). 
She is incredibly trusting and open with him, for she 
senses that if there is someone who can give love and security
to Ida, then surely there will be someone to do the same for 
2
her. For the moment at least she forgets Sir Claude. Mai­
sie urges the Captain to love her mother; she has heard in 
her short life of so few kindnesses toward Ida that she 




Captain gives Maisie a double treat. For the first time in 
the novel someone calls Maisie by her name, and her name 
"drove it home" (153). The Captain says,"'My dear Maisie, 
your mother's an angel!' it was an almost unbelievable balr.-- 
it soothed so her impression of danger and pain" (153)» 
Maisie's admiration of the Captain throughout the novel is 
in no small way connected to the names he has given her and 
her mother.
One final incident of name-calling surrounding the 
Kensington Gardens incident occurs when Maisie returns to 
Sir Claude while the Captain rejoins Ida. For the first and 
only time. Sir Claude directs abusive language toward Maisie; 
his rage is indicative of the degree to which Ida can infuri­
ate him, as well as of his capability of anger when Maisie 
plays stupid with him. When Sir Claude asks her what "the 
beast" (156) said, Maisie instinctively replies that she 
did not listen. Sir Claude then loses his temper and tells 
her that she is "the perfection of a dunce" (157); no doubt 
Sir Claude is looking for some evidence to use against Ida 
in a divorce case. Sir Claude's momentary lapse does not 
lessen Maisie's love for him. By keeping quiet Maisie is 
protecting the Captain from ridicule. Sir Claude from further 
anger, and herself from being used. Since Maisie is willing 
to take his wrath auid still love him indicates that this 
behavior is rare. It also indicates for Maisie that loving 
does not grant complete access to her innermost thoughts.
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The inciciant with the Captain, whose graciousness under­
scores Sir Claude's anger, assures Maisie that there are 
people in the world who do not engage in name-calling with 
those they are supposed to love.
Ida, therefore, is shown to be a woman who can cause 
pain with her endearments, as well as inspire both abject 
hatred and love from the men in her life. Part of Maisie's 
growth is learning that her mother's opinions are not to te 
trusted. Ida has terrible names for all the people Maisie 
likes, but Maisie's final rejection of Mrs. Beale has 
nothing to do with Ida's low opinion of that woman, a "dread­
ful creature" (67), "that horrible woman" (69), and "your 
father's infamous wife" (221). Maisie's final enlightenment 
about her mother's judgment occurs during the climactic scene 
at Folkestone. Because Maisie lacks bitterness, she wishes 
her mother well during their last meeting; but when she men­
tions the high opinion the Captain had of her, Ida becomes 
terribly angry and tells Maisie that he is "the biggest cad 
in London" (224). This is the only vile epithet delivered 
by Ida which Maisie receives neither silently nor calmly.
Her mother's remark about the Captain produces "the first 
flare of anger that had ever yet lighted her face for a foe" 
(224). Her anger, and her assertion that the Captain had 
said beautiful things about Ida, come from her realization 
that Ida is doomed to the worst kind of life if she cannot 
recognize real love when it is offered to her.
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since Maisie does not trust her mother's opinion of 
people, she is not likely to be influenced by the terrible 
names which Ida calls Mrs. Wix, Sir Claude, or even her. I'he 
scenes which show Ida actively engaged in name-calling are 
therefore more telling against her. They reveal her to be 
a woman who does not know what she wants and who produces 
perplexity in her auditors.
When Maisie learns that Ida thinks Sir Claude is a "but­
terfly" (87), a man with no sense of responsibility, she is 
terribly unsettled. She knows that her mother's disappoint­
ment in Sir Claude might portend her own future loss of him. 
Her fear disappears, however, when she discovers that Sir 
Claude has made an arrangement which gives him custody of 
the child. It does not matter to Sir Claude that Ida’s bar­
gains are seldom binding. Since he has always been charged 
with responsibility for Maisie, who does not see Ida for days 
at a time, it is not unusual that he wants his wife to give 
Maisie permanently to him. After giving Maisie away, how­
ever, Ida suddenly makes a scene, blaming her husband and 
her child for the bargain she made. Ida charges Maisie with 
inhuman treachery and Sir Claude with being the "cruel au­
thor of the outrage" (88). Her tirade verges on the para­
noic, is needlessly salacious, and is absolutely preposterous 
for a woman who refuses to see her daughter for three days 
after an absence of more than six months :
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"He has taken you from me . . .  he has set you 
against me, and you*ve been won away and your 
horrid little mind has been poisoned! You've 
gone over to him, you've given yourself up to 
side against me and hate me. You never open 
your mouth to me— you know you don't; and you 
chatter to him like a dozen magpies. . . . You 
hang about him in a way that's barely decent—  
he can do what he likes with you. Well then, 
let him, to his heart's content: he has been 
in such a hurry to take you that we'll see if 
it suits him to keep you. I'm very good to
break my heart about it when you've no more
feeling for me than a clammy little fish" (86-89).
With that Ida sends Maisie flying across the room, much as
she would send a billiard ball across the table, into the 
arms of Mrs. Wix who exchanges a perplexed glance with Sir 
Claude. Because of her previous ill-treatment at the hands 
of her mother, Maisie is not even frightened enough by such 
unwarranted accusations to cry. Why does she cry at hearing 
Sir Claude called a butterfly then? it is simply because in 
between the two incidents. Sir Claude tells Maisie that, al­
though he might be "an awful fraud and an idle beast and a 
sorry dunce" (88), he has accepted her aS his own and in­
tends to make her "his particular lark" (88). Whereas in 
the former circumstance Maisie feels vagely threatened with 
the loss of Sir Claude, in the second she is assured of his 
assuming responsibility for her. What Ida calls them does 
not matter, since her sense of responsibility is much less 
than Sir Claude's.^




Folkestone is confusion, the final feeling left with Mai­
sie is one of pity. At first both Maisie and Sir Claude are 
beguiled by Ida's irresistible charm. Even though this time 
Sir Claude is taking Maisie away from her forever, Ida plies 
him with "my dear man" (211) and a playful "old goose"(2i^/ 
while she cajoles him into leaving her alone with Maisie who 
is a "love" and "sweet" (2l4), Under the spell of that side 
of her mother extolled by the Captain, Maisie assures Sir 
Claude that her mother is "good" (2l6) and that it is all 
right to leave her alone with her* After Sir Claude walks 
away, Ida’s charm proves anything but steady. She portrays 
herself as a martyr who has acted always like an "angel" 
(221), and whose charcter is "like pure gold" (221). At 
best she assures Maisie that she is a "little nuisance"(2l8) 
and that "your father wishes you were dead" (220). But then 
when Maisie optimistically mentions the Captain, Ida calls 
her a "precious idiot" (224) and a "little horror" (225).
The word "horror" in James is usually reserved for absolute 
detestation (in "The Turn of the Screw," Peter Quint is a 
"horror" to the deluded governess). Ida culminates her abuse 
of Maisie by calling her a "dreadful dismal deplorable little 
thing" (225) after Maisie defends the Captain. With these 
epithets, she is not, as one critic suggests, rebukes Maisie
/4,
on moral grounds ; instead she reveals herself to be the 
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things she calls Falsie. Ida's effrontery is incredible and, 
as Maisie finally sees it, pitiable. With her last appear­
ance Ida closes the door on Maisie, When one door closes 
Maisie and the reader are overjoyed to see another open, 
and Sir Claude appear to claim his charge.
Because Maisie very seldom sees her father, his oppor­
tunity for calling people names is minimal; once or twice, 
however, Maisie remembers names Beale has called her, names 
that do not decrease in ferocity or vileness as they do in 
frequency. P'or as long as she can remember, her father has 
called her names like "a heartless little beast" (89) and a 
"dirty little donkey" (156). He calls her a "little donkey" 
(31) as an endearment also. Since Maisie does not mind the 
names her mother calls her, she does not react to her fkther's 
epithets either.
Of course Beale and Ida are identical in psychological 
make-up; James shows this by making their actions and 
scenes parallel to each other's.^ Since Maisie leams that 
his character judgments cannot be trusted any more than Ida's 
his major name-calling scene tells more about him than it 
does about anyone else. When Maisie and Mrs. Beale unex­
pectedly meet Beale and the Countess at Earl's Court, the 
child is reminded of similar scenes she has witnessed. Some 




something: indistinct but apparently in the tone and of the 
sort that the child, from her earliest years, had associated 
with hearing somebody retort to somebody that somebody was 
'another'" (174).
At the Countess's apartments, Beale has a parallel scene 
to Ida's at Folkestone where he appears both gracious and 
vicious and leaves Maisie with the conviction that her father 
is as foolish and unperceptive as her mother. Left alone 
with Maisie for the first time in the novel, Beale regrets 
that he acted so impulsively. He is embarrassed and his en­
dearments seem to Maisie "vague, affectionate, helpless, 
pointless" (180), He soon tries to turn the situation to his 
advantage. Like Ida, he too tries to convince Maisie that he 
is blameless for whatever is wrong in her life; he calls him­
self her "natural protector" (186) and her "sole surviving 
parent" (188). Even though Maisie gladly lets him off the 
hook, she must bear his abusive language. He calls her a 
"little ass!" (180), Ida a "brute" (l84), Mrs. Beale a 
"damned fool" (178), and Sir Claude "your mother's muff of a 
husband" (191)» Beale pronounces the latter two "the worst 
people in the world" and "the very greatest criminals" (189). 
Since Beale seems intent on tearing everyone down without 
sincerely offering Maisie anything in return, the child is 
determined to protect her step-parents. She quietly absorbs 
"you little scoundrel" and "deep little devil" (I88); block­
ing him out, she imagines she hears "you little booby" (18?),
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When he attacks her step-parents, however, informing her that 
she is just a pretext for their game, Maisie defends them by 
saying she is glad they have any reason at all to be kind to 
her. The man who has shown not a speck of genuine concern 
for Maisie then tells her that Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale have 
made her a "monster" (169). Even though she remains passive 
when her parents abuse her, Maisie gets angry when they at­
tack people who have been kind to her.
When the ugly Countess reappears, Maisie knows that her 
father is indeed a poor judge of people. He called Maisie a 
monster, but the real monster is Beale, who prostitutes him­
self to the ugly woman while he deserts his daughter. Even 
the Countess has more parental concern than Beale, because 
she earnestly tries to convince Maisie to stay with them. 
Appalled, Maisie soon hears her father call her "an obstinate 
pig" (195) as he assures the Countess that Maisie is old e- 
nough to make her own decisions. Maisie is only too glad to 
get away from her father in the end. In both cases, there­
fore, the name-calling engaged in by Ida and Beale reveals 
them to be self-centered, irresponsible, monstrous parents.
There is only one other character who engages in such 
vituperous name-calling; by the end of the novel Mrs. Beale 
is also the only character for whom Maisie feels a positive 
dislike,^ despite the fact that she is Maisie's stepmother
^Even when Maisie knows all about her parents, she 
does not dislike them. She never speaks angrily about them 
as she does about Mrs. Beale.
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and Sir Claude's mistress. Although Mrs. Beale's vicious 
tongue is not directed toward Maisie until the end, her en­
dearments are often mock-insulting, a game she may have 
learned from Beale. She is never reticent about be rat in r any- 
one else in front of Maisie, however. From the time she 
feels her position in Beale's house secure enough to depre­
cate Ida in front of Maisie, she reveals herself to be in 
the same class, as far as name-calling is concerned, with 
Maisie's parents.
Mrs. Beale's talent for verbal abuse is probably best 
exemplified when she describes Ida's future husband to Nai- 
sie. Even though Mrs. Beale does not yet know him, she feels 
qualified to call Sir Claude "ignorant and bad" (40). She 
assures the child that he "is not my sort, and I'm sure, my 
own darling, he's not yours" (40). Mrs. Beale waxes venom­
ous on anyone who she feels threatens her; like Ida she some­
times verges on the paranoic. Her first unfavorable charac­
terization of Ida occurs not long after she is settled in 
Beale's house as Maisie's governess. Even though she at 
first hopes Maisie will stay at her father's forever (thus 
insuring her position), she soon learns the Farange's game 
of not wanting the child. Ida then becomes the "lady who 
fled to the continent to wriggle out of her job" (39)» her 
job, of course, being Maisie. Already Maisie is depersonal­
ized in Mrs. Beale's regard. It is not very long before Mrs. 
Beale speaks directly to Maisie about her "awful mother"( 126i
73
later referring to her as Sir Claude's "fiend" (30$). curing 
Sir Claude's first visit, Mrs. Beale refers to their respec­
tive spouses as "a pretty pair of parents" (59). Of course 
Maisie does not catch the criticism of that remark, for she 
has often heard her handsome parents described so. Maisie 
is so quickly attracted to Sir Claude that perhaps she does 
not recognize the implication of Mrs. Beale's calling papa 
"a very odd person indeed" (60). By the time her marriage 
is on the rocks, Mrs. Beale finds more precise names to call 
her husband, such as a "liar" and a "hound" (172).
Despite her previous cattiness, Mrs. Beale pulls in her
claws somewhat when she meets Sir Claude in person. Although
she laughs about his being "a man of your type" (6l), by the
time he leaves he is "an angel" (63) for putting up with Ida
and taking responsibility for Maisie. As her relationship
with Maisie's handsome stepfather becomes more intimate,
Mrs. Beale becomes more rhapsodic; then he is her "good
fairy," her "hidden spring," and her "higher conscience"(16O)
Maisie does not find these names startling, for Sir Claude
has always enjoyed the highest position in her regard. Mrs.
Beale's feeling for Sir Claude, however, eventually proves
to be based "not on love, but on the power of one partner's
7
overcoming the weakness of the other.
The character who receives the worst of Mrs. Beale's
^Hamblen, p. 399.
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vituperation is also the one who most threatens her position 
with Maisie, and, almost inconceivably, with Sir Claude as 
well. Mrs. Wix loses no love on Mrs. Beale, either, but the 
dowdy old woman cannot match the younger for invective. Ob­
viously Mrs. Beale has youth, more physical beauty, a better 
education, and more travel and worldly experience than Mrs. 
Wix. A more gracious or secure person, however, would not 
stoop to designating Maisie's old governess "beyond a joke" 
(4l), or to classifying her as "loathsome and as ignorant as 
a fish" (55)» Maisie agrees in her mind that Mrs. Wix does 
not teach her much in the way of school curricula, but the 
child also knows that the busy Mrs. Beale teaches her far 
less.
The scenes between the two women are highly tense and 
dramatic. Mrs. Wix rises to these occasions magnificently 
and comes off second to Mrs. Beale only at first. With all
of her advantages, Mrs. Beale still cannot compete with Mrs.
8
Wix on the level of giving herself completely to Maisie.
It is this quality which finally sets Mrs. Wix apart from' 
the other adults in the novel. When Mrs. Wix brings Sir 
Claude's picture and news of Ida's engagement to Maisie, she 
accuses Miss Overmore of saying "horrible things about the 
mother to the face of the helpless child" (46). When Miss 




horrible things about the father, Mrs. Wix replies, "I cane 
to say nothing about him, and you must excuse Mrs. Farange 
and me if we're not so above all reproach as the companion 
of his travels" (46). The old woman gets her opinion across 
to the younger without hurting Maisie. Miss uvermore then 
wonders why Mrs. Wix calls Ida "Mrs. Farange," then unex­
pectedly announces that she is the new Mrs. Farange. But if 
absence of name-calling is evidence of a healthy self-image, 
then Mrs. Beale gains no security from either her marriage 
or her love for Sir Claude. She abuses his love with her 
selfishness and she takes Maisie's for granted. In this way 
she oversteps herself and loses her own game.
Even Sir Claude seems embarrassed by Mrs. Beale's in­
discreet language. Knowing that Mrs. Wix cannot abide Mrs. 
Beale as well, he asks Maisie what the old woman says about 
the younger one. Maisie is able to reply that Mrs. Wix says
"nothing at all— because she knows I shouldn't like it" (78).
Sir Claude then is forced to admit that Mrs. Beale wouldn't
hold her tongue for any such thing as that" (78).
Sir Claude is right but he does not realize the effect 
of his own rather mild epithets about Mrs. Wix on Maisie.
Mrs. Wix pays a second visit to Mrs. Beale to find out if 
Sir Claude has been seeing her and to ask her to let him go. 
Mrs. Wix tells Maisie, who thus leams that Sir Claude has 
been lying when he denied seeing Mrs. Beale since their 
first meeting. Later Mrs. Beale talks of the incident to
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Sir Claude and Maisiej the scene involves name-calling, which 
shows how Maisie feels about her governess and whose names 
hurt the most. Mrs. Beale starts the following dialogue.
(The underscoring is mine.)
"Do you know that preposterous person came 
to see me a day or two ago?— when I told her 
I had seen you repeatedly."
Sir Claude, for once in a way, was discon­
certed. "The old catl She never told me.
Then you thought I had lied?" he demanded of 
Maisie.
She was flurried by the term with which he 
had qualified her gentle friend, but she took 
the occasion for one to which she must in 
every way lend herself. "Oh I didn't mind!
But Mrs. Wix did," she added with an intention 
benevolent to her governess (125).
Then Mrs. Beale says that, like Mrs. Micawber, Mrs. Wix is 
"too idiotic" (125). Maisie does not remark on any names 
again, however, until Sir Claude exclaims, "The darling old 
dear" (126) upon learning that Mrs. Wix nearly went down on 
her knees to Mrs. Beale to spare him, "These words were a 
joy to Maisie— they made up for his previous description of 
Mrs. Wix" (126). One would think that Maisie would by now 
be desensitized to all forms of name-calling; evidently she 
is not when Sir Claude is doing the name-calling and Mrs.
Wix is being described. The fact that Maisie is not "flur­
ried" by Mrs. Beale's remarks about Mrs. Wix can be explained 
in several ways. Maisie is all too aware of her stepmother's 
propensity for name-calling, so she might just put down her 
comments as a figure of speech. Or she may have already be­
gun to discount her stepmother in her mind as she does her
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parents. Criticism from people one disliKes stings less 
than that from people one is fond of. Since Maisie holds 
Sir Claude in much higher esteem than she does Mrs. Beale, 
his mild epithet hurts her much more. Finally, her reaction 
is the only one of its kind in the novel. The fact that the 
target is Mrs. Wix and not Maisie herself, whom Sir Claude 
calls a name in Kensington Gardens, shows that Maisie al­
ready feels protective toward Mrs. Wix.
Mrs. Beale reveals how false she is when she comes to 
France as Maisie*s guardian, apparently to take the place of 
Sir Claude. Neither Maisie nor Mrs. Wix is exactly sure 
what the young woman is up to, but her tone toward Mrs. Wix 
takes an abrupt turn. She tries to woo Mrs. Wix to her side 
and she sets a basis for their relationship when she addres­
ses her, "Dear lady, please attend my daughter" (296). Mai­
sie is as surprised about the change in tone, as she is 
about suddenly being a daughter. It is soon obvious that 
the change is mere pretense. Mrs. Beale only wants Mrs. Wix 
to leave. So when the old woman appears at the end to say 
she will not leave without Maisie, Mrs. Beale's tone re­
turns to its original malice, and Mrs. Wix is now a "hound" 
(350). The name-calling directed toward Mrs. Wix makes Mai­
sie realize that her stepmother is a scheming self-centered 
woman. It is no wonder that Sir Claude tells Mrs. Beale 
that Maisie hates her.
A number of Mrs. Beale's names for Maisie are mock-in-
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suiting# others are terribly sweet, while still others belie 
Maisie's real value to Mrs. Beale as a means to attract and 
keep both Beale and Sir Claude. For instance, Mrs. Beale 
(as Miss Overmore) informs Maisie that "a long-legged stick 
of a tomboy" (32) keeps her and Beale "proper" as they live 
together in a sexual relationship. Mrs. Beale practically 
tells Maisie that she is merely using her as a pretense.
She gives away an underlying feeling when she refers to Mai­
sie as one of Beale's "tiresome troubles" (32), a "job" (39), 
and a "little duenna" (54). Her endearments seem to be a 
mere ploy or mannerism, so often and automatically do they 
occur. Since they appear on no special occasion, it will suf­
fice to list only a few representative samples % "darling" 
(39), "my own darling" (40), "my dear" (6o), "my own pet" 
(128), "my own precious" (l62), "you angel" (16?), "iny own 
sweet" (306), and "my own love" (357).
Mrs. Beale's sarcastically affectionate terms for Maisie 
usually occur where, in similar circumstances, Ida would use 
harsher or more violent words 1 for example, when the child 
asks an embarrassing question, or when Mrs. Beale senses Mai­
sie' s desire to leave her. These occasions most often occur 
in the presence of Sir Claude. When Maisie asks her step­
mother, for instance, if papa would not mind finding Sir 
Claude there, Mrs. Beale utters, "Oh you bad little girl" (60) 
instead of answering the question. Sensing Maisie's immedi­
ate attraction for Sir Claude, Mrs. Beale goes through a
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great display of giving up the child reluctantly, with accctt- 
paniment of names like "you wretch," “horrible little hypo­
crite" (63), and "little monster" (4), Her farewell tc 'ai- 
sie on this occasion is "Good-bye, little fright!" (65;.*hth 
such strange names Mrs. Beale reveals the frustration she 
feels as Maisie leaves with the handsome Sir Claude.
The final scene in Prance reveals Mrs. Beale's true feel­
ing for Maisie. When Mrs. Beale leams that Maisie has a- 
greed to give Mrs. Wix up only if Sir Claude leaves her, her 
abuse reaches it peak. Sir Claude, a ware of the oarrage that 
will follow, wants only "to dissipate vulgarities" (357).
Mrs. Beale now calls Mrs. Wix a "hideous creature," a "horri­
ble old woman" (357), and a "fiend" (356). Maisie keeps ask­
ing Mrs. Beale if she will give up Sir Claude, even though 
she already knows that decision has been made. The names her 
stepmother calls her belie the love that she claimsi "'To 
you, you abominable little horror?' the lady indignantly in­
quired, 'and to this raving old demon who has filled your 
dreadful little mind with her wickedness? Have you been a 
hideous little hypocrite all these years that I've slaved to 
make you love me and deludedly believed you did?'" (359).
Mrs. Beale echoes Ida's denouncement of Maisie as a "horror." 
Even when the outcome seems inevitable, Mrs. Beale continues 
to make a scene. Her outrage comes from her belief that she 
will lose Sir Claude if Maisie leaves, and time will probably 
prove her right. Even after Sir Claude promises that he will
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not abandon her and her wrath subsides, Mrs, Beale knows 
that Sir Claude truly loves Maisie while he stays with her 
only because he is weak, Mrs. Beale's name-calling, there­
fore, proves that she has valued Maisie only as a means of 
keeping Sir Claude, and she has been jealous of Maisie's and 
Mrs. Wix*s influence over Sir Claude. Despite the fact that 
she is able to lure Sir Claude immediately into the bedroom, 
she loses a valuable asset when Maisie decides to leave with 
Mrs. Wix.
Sir Claude's predominant use of pleasant names to charac­
terize people reveals him to be the consummate gentleman, 
only seldom does his temperament deteriorate to the point 
where his language becomes abusive in front of Maisie; the 
primary incident of his anger occurs in Kensington Gardens. 
There are two interesting characteristics of Sir Claude's 
name-calling I his unusual self-description and the masculine 
nature of his endearments toward iviaisie.
Except for the "old cat" which Sir Claude lets slip a- 
bout Mrs. Wix and which Maisie notices with concern, Maisie's 
stepfather always addresses Mrs. Wix in the most gallant and 
sympathetic manner. He uses such phrases as "my dear woman" 
(102), "my good friend" (102), "poor old thing" (236), "dear 
good Mrs. Wix" (257). Mrs. Beale also receives superlative 
epithets; Sir Claude confides to Maisie his belief that her 
stepmother is the "handsomest woman in London" (124). One 
day after Maisie tells Sir Claude that Mrs. Beale said that
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he is as bad as he is beautiful. Sir Claude exclaims, "Ah 
the dear old soul!" (138). These "were just the words Mai­
sie had last heard him use about Mrs, Wix." She becomes so 
accustomed to epithets like this from Sir Claude that at one 
point she is not sure which woman he is referring to. On 
their last outing when Maisie tells Sir Claude that she 
thinks Mrs. Beale has talked Mrs. Wix around. Sir Claude re­
sponds, "Ah poor dear!" (331). Maisie asks if he means Mrs. 
Beale and he replies, "Oh no— Mrs. Wix!" Perhaps Sir Claude 
is such a gentleman that he has nice names for both women, 
or he might just want to please Maisie. It is also possible 
that the use of similar endearments is Sir Claude's method 
of depersonalizing, and therefore dealing with, the two wo­
men who haggle over him.
Sir Claude's family sense is remarkably well-developed 
for a devas tat ingly handsome young gentleman who is atten­
tive to beautiful women wherever he goes. During their first 
meeting. Sir Claude characterizes himself to Mrs. Beale as 
"the most unappreciated of— what do you call the fellows?—
'family men'" (61). He says further that he is an "old grand­
mother" (63); when Mrs. Beale calls him an angel, he replies 
the he would make a better "nurse" (63). The unusual nature 
of Sir Claude's self-portrait is not due to mere pleasant
banter with Mrs. Beale. Sir Claude is a sincere family man,
9




making his marriage a success and on providing Maisie with 
the affection she has thus far lacked. Ihe fact that Maisie 
is such a pleasant and pretty little girl makes Sir Claude's 
good intentions easier to carry out. Another example of Sir 
Claude's self-effacement, occurs when he tells Maisie that 
he will take responsibility for her even though he may be 
"an awful fraud and an idle beast and a sorry dunce" (88). 
Sir Claude is all too aware of his weaknesses, those which 
Maisie discovers for herself in France. Even so he wants 
Maisie to know that he is not taking h^r on any assumption 
that their future is well laid out and rosy. Sir Claude is
more intelligent than the other adults because he knows him-
10
self. He knows that he will be a better parent than either 
Ida or Beale, and yet between the lines he warns Maisie that 
his weaknesses may overcome him.
Another example of Sir Claude's self-abnegation occurs 
in France on the morning of their last day together. He re­
fers to himself as "a poor devil" (319), as though he were 
aware of how matters will weigh upon them in the next few 
hours. The explicit way in which he finds himself talking 
to her makes him wonder if he is not "a beastly cad" (334). 
The love that Sir Claude feels toward Maisie, his respect for 
her purity, is not killed when he cannot meet her condition. 
It is perhaps his love which makes him seek the safety of
^^Hamblen, p. 398.
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masculine endearments throughout his relationship with ninie.
One of the qualities which Maisie finds most special in 
Sir Claude is his treatment of her as an equal; in fact, Mai­
sie remarks that Sir Claude "was liable in talking with her 
to take the tone of her being also a man of the world" (79)* 
Since these masculine epithets occur at no specific occasion, 
it will suffice to list a few examples of the typei "old 
boy" (76), "old chap" (63)? "old fellow" (107), "my dear boy" 
(131), "my dear old man" (136), "my dear fellow" (233), "my 
dear man" (234), and "Maisie boy" (262). These names suggest 
a "college chum" camaraderie between Maisie and her step­
father. They are also evidence of the simple sexless rela­
tionship between them, perhaps even of Sir Claude's effort to 
make his love for Maisie guiltless. After all, this is his 
first experience with fatherly emotion and he does not quite 
know how to deal with it. Their relationship is not even a 
sexual one, let alone a homosexual one, as at least one 
critic s u g g e s t s . S i r  Claude is always aware that Maisie 
is "of the sex that could help him out" (263). At no point
is Maisie aware that her feelings for her stepfather might 
1 2be sexual. To Maisie, Sir Claude is never more than a 
knight in shining armor.




suggest his affection. He gives way only once or twice to 
Mrs. Beale’s type of name-calling, when he calls her a "mon­
ster" (113) because she tells him to let Ida do whatever she 
wants 30 long as she lets him take care of her, and when he 
calls her a "rascal" (125; to hide his embarrassment when 
caught in a lie. otherwise the names are sincerely affec­
tionate I "gentlest spirit on earth" (115), "my poor chick" 
(121), "best little girl" (124), "my duck" (l40), and "my 
dear child" (318). Even though Sir Claude abuses Maisie when 
she refuses to divulge anything about the Captain, he is also 
the only other character besides the Captain to call Maisie 
by her own name (24o). Only once does Sir Claude use an epi­
thet to sway Maisie; when he tries to persuade her to give 
up Mrs. Wix, he tells her that he is her "father" now and 
Mrs. Beale her "mother" (334). The effect on Maisie is not 
the desired one; Maisie is content with them as step-parents 
because she leams very early that parents can be vague (4l ). 
All in all Sir Claude's name-calling is commensurate with his 
being a gentleman. He is modest, civil, affectionate, and 
human.
The nature of Mrs. Wix's names for others reveals her 
to be a simple woman who has a rigid moral conscience and an 
overriding affection for Maisie. What makes her even more 
viable from Maisie's viewpoint is that she is also susceptible 
to Sir Claude's charms and that, unlike Mrs. Beale, she dis­
plays great restraint in her name-calling. Besides the fact
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that Maisie would not like it, Mrs. Wix does not engage in 
name-calling because she is aware of her station in 'he house. 
There are no affectionate names for Sir Claude in Maisie's 
and her private conversations because they would be super­
fluous. To both of them Sir Claude is the perfect princely 
gentleman. It is only when Mrs. Wix begins to perceive that 
he is hopelessly involved with Mrs. Beale and that she her­
self must adopt a strong position in order to protect Maisie, 
that she becomes hard on the people who stand to hurt her 
charge and herself.
When Ida's domestic bliss with Sir Claude is disturbed, 
she vents her wrath on everyone, including Mrs. V/ix; the old 
woman, therefore, is quick to urge Sir Claude to make Maisie, 
the "wretched homeless child" (103) and the "little desolate 
precious pet" (104), his life. Mrs. Wix has even been 
threatened with forcible removal. For the first time she is 
piqued enough to denigrate Ida in front of Maisie, but in 
terms that are ironically accurate : "It's too dreadful that 
I should sit here and say of your wife. Sir Claude, and of 
Maisie's own mother, that she's lower than a domestic; but 
my being betrayed into such remarks is just a reason the 
more for our getting away" (105). Even at this point, how­
ever, Mrs. Wix has an inkling of Sir Claude's involvement 
with Mrs. Beale, whom she accurately terms as "a real bad one" 
(106), without mentioning her name in front of Maisie.
With the threesome reunited in France, Mrs. Wix detects
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in Sir Claude's offer to escort Mrs, Beale's maid back to 
hr. g land a threat to any future life involving the three of 
them. Because she realizes that he is giving in to Mrs.
Beale, hxs. Wix tells Sir Claude that he is "perverse" {2*^ 2), 
when in other circumstances his consideration for a domestic 
would have drawn only p r a i s e B y  this time Mrs. Beale has 
become "the worst person of all" (24o); in trying to give 
Maisie an idea of how vile her stepmother is, Mrs. Wix tells 
her that she is "as bad as your father" {2?6), an idea which 
Maisie temporarily resists. She even calls Sir Claude a 
"wretched man" (255)» telling Maisie that his passions make 
him nothing but a "poor sunk slave" (313). Again, events 
will bear out the accuracy of Mrs. Wix's epithets.
Mrs. Wix's names for Maisie are always affectionate; e- 
ven the one time Mrs. Wix is critical of her, she is entirely 
accurate. The most affectionate terms include "sweet love" 
(44) and "darling" (100); to Sir Claude she refers to Maisie 
as "our young friend" (106). More accurate terms already 
mentioned are "wretched homeless child" and "little desolate 
precious pet;" both describe Maisie's insecure existence as 
a child who has "two fathers, two mothers and two homes, six 
protections in all", yet no place to go (99)» Even when Mai­
sie angers Mrs. Wix most by insinuating that Sir Claude pays 
her in the same way the Countess pays Beale, the old woman 
is able to ejaculate only "you incredible little waif" (277). 
The accuracy of this epithet suggests several things. Even
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caught red-handed, Mrs, Wix is not able to retaliate as Mrs. 
Beale and Ida do with the word "horror." Maisie is merely 
Mrs. Beale's insurance to keep Sir Claude; but she is as 
much Mrs. Wix's conscience as the old woman is hers. Mai­
sie reminds Mrs. Wix that high motives do not exonerate her 
from acting silly and love-sick where Sir Claude is con­
cerned. If Mrs. Wix wants to stay with Sir Claude, then she 
must accept Mrs. Beale, a prospect which would make "four im­
proprieties" (271). By giving up Sir Claude before Maisie 
does, and enduring vile abuse from Mrs. Beale, Mrs. Wix pro­
tects the "innocent child" (255), and reveals herself to be 
basically the "honest woman" (283) she claims to be. Maisie 
at the very end may still be an "incredible little waif;" she 
still has no home, but the fact that she is "incredible" will 
see her through. Maisie comes_through a great deal of sor­
didness, uncertainty, and disappointment very wise and still 
unspoiled.
Center of consciousness though she be, Maisie does lit­
tle name-calling; there are few epithets attributable to 
Maisie that can be separated from the narrative voice. She
I
never, for instance, uses endearing phrases to address Sir 
Claude or Mrs. Beale, and certainly never her mother or father. 
Mrs. Wix, however, is addressed as "my dear" (73) and "dear" 
(285)» and at the end Maisie suggests that Mrs. Wix be her 
"companion" (271). On the other hand she sees Mrs. Beale as 
Sir Claude's "lady-intimate" (270); she recognizes that her
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stepmother shares intimacy with Sir Claude although she does
12
not understand the sexual implication of their relatimship.
Une of the terms which Maisie is tempted to use for her­
self and for Sir Claude is one she learned from her parents. 
On these two occasions Maisie questions their behavior and 
thinks of the name "low sneak." The first incident occurs 
when Maisie has been secretly transferred to Mrs. Beale's; 
both step-parents assure Maisie that the three of them will 
enjoy a marvelous existence. Maisie is inspired with "al­
most equal enthusiasm" but cannot help think of Mrs. Wixt
If in so bright a prospect there would be nothing 
to long for it followed that she wouldn't long 
for Mrs. Wix; but ner consciousness of her assent 
to the absence of that fond figure caused a pair 
of words that had often sounded in her ears to 
ring in them again. It showed her in short what 
her father had always meant by calling her mother 
a "low sneak" and her mother by calling her 
father one. She wondered if she herself shouldn't 
be a low sneak in learning to be so happy without 
Mrs. Wix. What would Mrs. Wix do?— where would 
Mrs. Wix go? (133-134).
The second incident involves Maisie's wondering about
Mrs. Beale's reaction to Sir Claude's and her flight to
France. This time she is afraid that her stepmother will
abuse Sir Claude, a fact that Maisie could not bean
. . . there still lingered in her life an echo of 
parental influence— she was still reminiscent of 
one of the sacred lessons of home. It was the 
only one she retained, but luckily she retained 
it with force. She enjoyed in a word an inefface­
able view of the fact that there were things papa
12Tanner, p.288.
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called mamma and mamma called papa a low sneak 
for doing or not doing. Now this rich memory 
gave her a name that she dreaded to invite to 
the lips of Mrs. Beale ; she should personally 
wince so just to hear it. The very sweetness 
of the foreign life she was steeped in added 
with each hour of Sir Claude's absence to the 
possibility of such pangs (270),
While the second quotation reveals Maisie's desire to spare 
Sir Claude from Mrs. Beale's abuse, the first shows her over­
riding concern for Mrs. Wix. In her quest to get control 
over her life, Maisie must realize that Sir Claude's weak­
ness prevents her from fully helping him, while she accepts 
a certain responsibility for Mrs. Wix. Maisie knows that she 
will be a "victim" (301) if she stays with Mrs. Beale; the 
struggle, the final decision, must be between her stepfather 
and her governess.
The spell exerted by Sir Claude over Maisie is not eas­
ily broken. Until she realizes Sir Claude is too weak to 
leave Mrs. Beale, Maisie is ready to sacrifice Mrs. Wix. 
Maisie tells Mrs. Wix that she will have Sir Claude alone 
or nobody. When Mrs. Wix asks if Maisie would not even take 
her, Maisie replies, "Oh you're nobody !" (309). This remark 
is not as treacherous as it may sound, considering the trauma 
Maisie has been through up to this point. It occurs at the 
end of a long day filled with Mrs. Wix's relentless question- 
in about her moral sense; the child is tired (she sleeps 
very late the next day), and no doubt uneasy about her future. 
It is understandable that she should vent her irritation on
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her governess, the only person with whom Maisie is always her­
self. This seemingly cruel epithet is a hint that Maisie 
knows Mrs. Wix is not a threat to her future security. With 
all the game-playing that has gone on, Maisie realizes that 
she has nothing to worry about on that score from Mrs. Wix. 
More importantly, the remark gives Maisie a way out if her 
plans for Sir Claude fall through. Maisie must realize that 
her wish of having Sir Claude alone, or having nobody, leaves 
her out on a limb, even as the words leave her mouth. She 
has played word games before with Sir Claude, so she immedi­
ately deigns Mrs. Wix a nobody, perhaps without really 
meaning to hurt her. With this remark Maisie expresses her 
confidence that Mrs. Wix will be there, no matter what happens.
Even though textual references indicate that she will 
end up with Mrs. Wix, Maisie brings Sir Claude to the brink 
of deserting the two women and taking her away. Something 
Maisie says, however, makes that gentleman totter there.
Maisie tells him that she will wait for him to say good-bye 
to Mrs. Beale at the rampart "where you see the gold Virgin" 
(348). Sir Claude recognizes this image as a symbol for 
Maisie's innocence and pure love for him. Not only does he 
decide that he cannot take her off alone, he now also knows 
that she must be protected from the kind of life he and 
Mrs. Beale would give her. Sir Claude knows that Maisie 
will be better off with Mrs. Wix.
The only set of names left to examine are delivered
9 1
by the narrator. Although not the case for all the descrip­
tive phrases used to characterize people in this book, most 
of the narrator’s terms indicate that Maisie will give up 
Mrs. Beale and Sir Claude and choose Mrs. Wix. The narra­
tor's name-calling also supplies the novel with comic irony. 
The narrator is certainly tongue-in-cheek in his attitude 
toward Mrs. Beale. Her first appearances earn her the epi­
thets of "beautiful friend" (20) and "bright creature" (21); 
it is not long, however, before the narrator turns sarcastic. 
Her following Maisie to Beale's house, where it is all too 
evident that the attraction is not necessarily Maisie, 
earns her the title of "martyr" (22); there is a tension, 
therefore, between the way Mrs. Beale wants to be seen and 
the way the reader sees her. The fact that she is a person 
"superior to any confusion" (32) places her in an admirable 
but unrealistic position. When she becomes unapproachable, 
she alienates Maisie. When she refuses to give Maisie Mrs. 
Wix's letters, the narrator calls her "that charming woman"
(4l). She is further said to be Mrs. Wix's "adversary"(43 ) ; 
the only other enemies Mrs. Wix has are the ladies in the 
drawing room, and Maisie definitely dislikes them. Further­
more, Mrs. Beale is characterized by several terms which 
alter her relationship to Maisie; she is Beale's "companion" 
(44), and then his wife and Maisie's stepmother, iviaisie must 
be aware from all her nursery stories that a history of bad 
faith attends that particular role of stepmother. Once the
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narrator terms Mrs. Beale Maisie's "protectress" (ol;, but 
in fact her "protective" arms only detain O/o cr.il i :'ro~ leav­
ing with Sir Claude. Further irony is implied with her pro­
tection, because Mrs. Beale's demonstrative affection is a- 
typical. Later she is portrayed as Sir Claude's "accomplicei 
(294), and Maisie's "sole surviving parent" (301). The lat­
ter is the way Beale characterizes himself during his last 
scene with Maisie, but the child holds no loving association 
with that name. She once intuited that governesses are 
trustworthy and parents are vague. When Mrs. Beale becomes 
a stepmother and ceases to be a governess, she lays the 
groundwork for Maisie's rejection of her.
The epithets the narrator reserves for Mrs. Wix evolve 
in the opposite manner from Mrs. Beale's; they start out 
questionable and end up good. Upon her first appearance,she 
is a "frightening old woman" (23) and a "figure mainly to 
laugh at" (25). But soon come feelings of trust and safety, 
and the narrator's term "instructress" (2?) to Maisie, At 
one point she is "Clara Matilda's mother" (4l), which is a 
more desirable relational characteristic to the mind of a 
little girl than is "the flower of the Overmores" (269). 
Although the narrator implies some irony in the description 
of the comic woman, she is still a "good lady" (66) when 
she plans for Maisie to make up everything she has missed 
at her father's. The narrator also uses "protectress" (104) 
to characterize Mrs, Wix's holding Maisie, but not so ironi­
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cally this time since Maisie and Mrs. Wix are always,flying 
into each other's arms. Because she stands up for Maisie so 
magnificently, the narrator's epithet of "excellent woman" 
(246) cannot be totally ironic. Indeed the narrator evokes 
sympathy for Mrs. Wix several times, by calling her a "poor 
lady" (72) and an "unfortunate woman" (96). In France, Mrs. 
Wix is Maisie's "playfellow" (279), a term which signifies 
equality, where people derive enjoyment together and not at 
each other's expense. All in all, the narrator's epithets 
for Mrs. Wix are sympathetic, and indicative of a suitable 
companion for Maisie.
The narrator's terms for Sir Claude are on the whole 
pleasant enough, although the final ones, while not deroga­
tory, indicate his weakness. He is referred to as "the 
young man" (79)» a "perfect gentleman" (96), and a "delight­
ful friend" (102) to Maisie and Mrs, Wix, The narrator's 
tone takes a turn when events do, in France, Then he is 
Mrs, Wix's "plastic associate" (202) and a "poor plastic 
and dependent male" (263), Sir Claude is too weak not to 
give in to his passions. When the decisions are made and 
the outcome is inevitable, James puts Maisie and Sir Claude 
into a tender but hopeless stance of farewell. Now he is 
simply Maisie's stepfather (363)» but they both realize that 
their relationship is impossible without a loving mother. 
Unlike Mrs. Beale and Mrs. Wix, Sir Claude and Maisie part 
without animosity or bitterness. The narrator's names for
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sir Claude are in keeping with his role ; he is genuinely con­
cerned with Maisie's welfare and he is too weak to be Mai­
sie 's guardian or even her companion.
A3 far as Maisie is concerned, the narrator most often 
emphasizes the teacher-pupil relationship between her and 
Mrs. Wix * "her precarious pupil" (4-9), "governess and pupil" 
(70), the "deep couple in the schoolroom" (79)» and "Mrs.
Wix and her pupil" (325), Though Maisie learns little from 
her about history and grammar, she learns about morality and 
relationships between people. Mrs. Beale, who has no moral 
sense, teaches Maisie practically nothing. Finally the narra­
tor's terms partially solve the question of Maisie's inno­
cence, She is a "tender shoot" (86), an "innocent child" 
(96), "our heroine" (160), and ultimately "intelligent"(263). 
If it is possible to be knowledgeable and pure at the same 
time, then Maisie Farange is, It would be absurd believing
that Maisie is jaded or doomed or corrupted, when James main-
14tains in the Preface that she is saved.
Name-calling, therefore, is an important indicator of 
characters' inter-relationships, Ida and Beale reveal them­
selves to be contemptible and self-seeking, Mrs, Beale is 
less interested in Maisie than in herself, Maisie shows 
that Sir Claude is neither irreproachable nor irreplaceable
13^Gargano, p, 120,
14The Art of the Novel, p, l42,
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by her reaction to the Captain’s Kindness. He is weak, 
but perceptive in recognizing Maisie's innocence. Mrs. Wix 
is seen as strong and persistent in her goal to protect Mai- 
sie from Mrs. Beale, and finally from Sir Claude also. And 
Maisie is shown to be ever learning, ever growing in her 
perceptions, yet apparently incorruptible.^^ It is improb­





It is certain that many of the transactions depicted in 
What Maisie Knew are games because James has the characters 
term them as such, many tines they seem to be planned in ad­
vance, they have ulterior motives at their core, and they 
provide the novel with dramatic conflict,^ The interaction 
games are quite a different matter from games one plays for 
pleasure ; characters will be judged playing a game if they 
deliberately intend to hurt someone or if they use another 
character for personal gain,
a
Ida and Beale Farange are game players from their first 
through their last appearances. In both cases Maisie comes 
to realize that her parents are pitiable because game-playing 
is essential to them. In the first game they play, their in­
tention is to inflict pain on each other; they receive a 
double pay-off by having Maisie carry the insults and thus 
hurting her as well. The pay-off occurs when Maisie reports 
the reaction of one parent to the parent that sent the mes­
sage. Although she loses her parents' approval by stopping 
this game, she gains personal satisfaction by playing stupid.
^The use of the word "gaune” in phrases like "the games 
people play" and "the name of the game" is a phenomenon of 
current literature, teleplays, and popular songs. In this 
context a game is "a form of playful activity; To her, love 
is a game" or "a procedure or plan designed to attain a cer­
tain objective; to see through their game." (Funk and Wagialls 
Standard College D i c t i o n a ^ . ) In psychological terminolo^ 
playing a game is a specific activity; A game is an ongoing
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Convinced that their growing daughter is exceedingly dull, in. 
and Beale give up this game since "the satisfaction of deal­
ing them insults diminiahed when nothing came back" (19). 
Even though Harris W. Wilson and John C. McCloskey believe 
Maisie to be totally selfish throughout the novel, her deci­
sion to frustrate her parents' use of her is a selfless dis­
play of goodness; she disdains personal comfort to diminish 
their display of hatred toward each other. Her wanting not 
to be used is not a selfish act though it is an act of self- 
preservation. Throughout the rest of the novel, Maisie is 
able to bear insults but not manipulation. Her refusal to 
participate in this first game is incontrovertible evidence
that Maisie has moral intuitions which will save her from
2
the immoral world of her parents.
When two people come to hate each other as much as Ida 
and Beale, a new game is not long in the offing. From her
series of complementary ulterior transactions progressing to 
a well-defined, predictable outcome.' Descriptively it is a 
recurring set of transactions, often repetitious,superficially 
plausible, with a concealed motivation; or,moœ colloquially, 
a series of moves with a snare, or 'gimmick.* Games are clearly 
differentiated from procedures, rituals, and pastimes by two 
chief characteristics : (1) their ulterior quality and (2) their 
pay-off. Procedures may be successful, rituals effective, and 
pastime profitable, but all of them are by definition candid; 
they may involve contest, but not conflict, and the ending 
may be sensational, but it is not dramatic. Every game, on 
the other hand, is basically dishonest, and the outcome has 
a dramatic, as distinct from merely exciting, quality." (Eric 




mother's leaving her for more than Beale’s six-month allot­
ment and from Mrs. Beale's saying that Ida is shirking her 
responsibility, Maisie figures out her parents have found a 
new way to torment each other. Ida now hurts Beale by leav­
ing her there at his house. After they receive word that 
Ida is going to marry, Mrs. Beale confuses Maisie by inform­
ing her that Sir Claude will never want a predecessor's 
child in his house, and then announces her own marriage to 
Beale. Again Maisie sees herself being used: "It was a
game like another . . . whose object would now be not to re­
ceive her" (47-48). Later Mrs. Beale tells Maisie quite 
matter-of-factly that the best way for Ida and Beale to show 
their hatred for each other is "for each to leave you as long 
as possible on the hands of the other" (127). Unfortunately 
Maisie can do nothing to frustrate this game because her 
movements are controlled by others; only Sir Claude offers 
Maisie a choice about where she would like to go. Maisie 
finally sheds this helplessness when she decides to leave 
with Mrs. V/ix at the end.
The purpose of this game is brought home even more 
clearly when Sir Claude returns her to her mother's house 
and she l e a m s  that they have been married for three months 
without sending for her; and Maisie is there for three days 
before her mother sees her. Except for the incredible knowl­
edge that her parents do not seem to want her, Maisie comes 
out ahead in this game too. Her pain is abated by the pros-
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pect of spending a good long time with Mrs. Wix and Sir Claude.
Even though .da gives up pumping Maisie for gossip and 
reactions to insults from Beale, she wants Maisie to tell 
her what happened between Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale. The 
child derives satisfaction from playing stupid in this case, 
too, even though the satisfaction is laced with confusioni 
"It was because mama hated papa that she used to want to 
know bad things of him; but if at present she wanted to 
know the same of Sir Claude, it was from the opposite mo­
tive" (70). Although she does not allow herself to be used, 
Maisie leams that her mother's hatred and love are similar, 
just as she has learned that Ida's punishments and caresses 
both produce pain.
Before she is married, Mrs. Beale has no scruples about 
letting Maisie know the function she performs in her father's 
house. The rules of the game mandate that Maisie not demand 
any of her young governess's time, but that she also provide 
the cover for an illicit relationship. With her usual hypoc­
risy, the young governess tells Maisie that Ida is evil for 
traveling around Europe with a man, but that she and Beale 
are perfectly all right. If Ida is neglecting her in Europe, 
then Mrs. Beale is neglecting her in the same house; "The 
only terms on which, unless they were married, ladies and 
gentlemen might . . . knock about together, were the terms 
on which she and Mr. Farange had exposed themselves to pos­
sible misconception. She had indeed, as has been noted,
100
often explained this before, often said to Maisiei I don’t 
know what in the world, darling, your father and 1 should 
do without you, for you just make the difference, as i've 
told you of keeping us perfectly proper'" (39). Of course, 
Maisie does not actually keep them proper as she will keep 
Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale for a time, and unfortunately, she 
cannot thwart this game. The pay-off is realized, for Mai­
sie makes Beale and his mistress appear as proper as they 
want, while she stays out of their way, demanding nothing, 
but feeling "untutored and unclaimed." Maisie loses be­
cause she does not know how to end their neglect and manipu­
lation of her. The game ends by itself when Beale marries 
Maisie's young governess and when Sir Claude appears. With 
supreme irony, however, James indicates that Maisie's losing 
the game does not mean her father and Mrs. Beale win.
Beale and his new wife spend most of their honeymoon apart, 
which makes Maisie aware that their union is "perhaps percep­
tibly tinged with the dawn of a later stage of wedlock" (54). 
Maisie, therefore, is already aware of her new stepmother's 
capacity for manipulation. She will not come to full reali­
zation of it until they are in France, where Mrs. Beale no 
longer plays games in conjunction with Beale.
Unfortunately for Maisie, some of Ida's games are evi­




Maisie er.orres without a battered mentality is proof of her 
indomitable spirit. Because these games are more sick than 
deceitful, it is difficult to say what pay-off Ida expects 
unless it be gaining an outlet for her frustration, or sa­
distically seeing her child in pain, A few examples will 
suffice to prove this point. When Maisie fails to answer 
questions about Beale, Ida pushes her down the stairs.
During the scene where Ida vents her frustration at having 
"given" Maisie to Sir Claude, Ida ends her barrage with vio­
lence I
She suddenly thrust the child away and, as a 
disgusted admission of failure, sent her fly­
ing across the room into the arms of Mrs. Wix, 
whom at this moment and even in the whirl of 
her transit Maisie saw, very red, exchange 
a quick queer look with Sir Claude. . . .
She was not even frightened enough to cry, 
which would have been a tribute to her mother's 
wrongs : she was only, more than anything else,
curious about the opinion mutely expressed by 
their companions. Taking the earliest oppor­
tunity to question Mrs. Wix on this subject 
she elicited the remarkable reply; "Well, my 
dear, it's her ladyship's game, and we must just 
hold on like grim death." Maisie could inter­
pret at her leisure these ominous words (89),
\
Because she is only a servant, Mrs. Wix must stand by silently 
while Ida abuses Maisie; both Mrs. Wix and Maisie must endure 
the hardship of "her ladyship's game" until Sir Claude takes 
them away from her. Maisie's lack of tears does not prove
4
her cold-hearted; she never hesitates to cry on Mrs. Wix's 
maternal bosom. Rather, Maisie is consciously thwarting her
^Harris W. Wilson, "What Did Maisie Know," College Eng­
lish, 17(February, 1956). 281. Mr. Wilson believes she is.
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mother's pay-off, her desire to see Maisie suffer as she 
thinks she suffers, When .Maisie finally understands Ida's 
-paranoia, she will pity her, a more generous emotion than 
Ida ever feels for her.
Not all of Ida's games are carried out in an unattrac­
tive way ; her game of being charming is the most interesting 
aspect of the lady, Ida appears to be intensely maternal 
when she is attracting a new lover; the confusion and pain 
which Maisie feels in her mother's embrace is seen as warmth 
and protection to the gentlemen under Ida's spell. When in 
the company of Ida and one of her gentleman friends, Maisie 
perceives in her mother an almost tangible charm as well as 
a depersonalizing affection. On a tour of the nursery, Ida 
smiles at Mr, Perriam "with the charm that her daughter had 
heard imputed to her at papa's by the merry gentlemen who 
had so often wished to get from him what they called a 'rise,' 
Her manner at that instant gave the child a glimpse more 
vivid than any yet enjoyed of the attraction that papa, in 
remarkable language, always denied she could put forth" (92). 
It is a sad commentary that Maisie knows of her mother's 
charm only at secondhand. Maisie also notices Ida's power 
over the Captain during the encounter in Kensington Gardens. 
James has Maisie perceive her mother's charm tangibly with 
images of money and amusement : "She j ^ d ^  directed to him
the face that was like an illuminated garden, turnstile and 
all, for the fréquentation of which he had his season-ticket"
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(144), During this accidental meeting Ida crushes Maisie 
against her jangling breast before shoving her off in the 
Captain's direction.
Ida exerts the power of her charm to gain advantage in 
at least two more circumstances, neither of which involve a 
lover. Before Sir Claude takes Maisie to Folkestone, Ida 
berates Mrs. Wix for siding with Sir Claude; she tries to 
force tne old woman to leave, by insulting her and by order­
ing the servants not to wait on her. Both of these maneu­
vers fail, for Mrs. Wix will not leave until Sir Claude re­
moves Maisie to France, thereby making certain that the 
child will not return to Ida's and find her gone.
In Folkestone Maisie feels the force of Ida's charm her­
self. This is the first time that Ida uses her charm on Mai­
sie, because she has never had so much to ask of her. From 
her first appearance, Maisie realizes that Ida is up to 
something: "Maisie could already feel how little it was
Sir Claude and she who were caught. She had the positive 
sense of their catching their relative . . .  in the act of 
getting rid of her burden with a finality" (209). Once a- 
gain Ida's caresses belie her motives; Maisie has never felt 
so "irrevocably parted with" as she feels when her mother 
takes her in her arms.
Even though Maisie is anxious for her mother to finish 
her visit, she cannot help but enjoy the glow of her charm#
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[Jda*^ huge eyes, her red lips, the intense 
marks in her face formed an éclairage as dis­
tinct and public as a lamp set in a window.
The child seemed quite to see in it the very 
beacon that had lighted her path; she suddenly 
found herself reflecting that it was no wonder
the gentlemen were guided. This must have
been the way mamma had first looked at Sir 
Claude; it brought back the lustre of the time 
they had outlived. It must have been the way 
she looked also at Mr, Perriam and Lord Eric ; 
above all it contributed in Maisie*s mind to 
a completer view of that satisfied state of 
the Captain, Our young lady grasped this idea 
with a quick lifting of the heart; there was 
a stillness during which her mother flooded 
her with a wealth of support to the Captain’s 
striking tribute. This stillness remained 
long enough unbroken to represent that Sir 
Claude might but be gasping again under the 
spell originally strong for him (211-212),
For the first time in her life Maisie understands how invit­
ing her mother can be. There is almost a novel in poor Mai­
sie 's reaction to her mother's avowal that she went to a 
great deal of trouble to see her before she left for France;
. . . these were really as obliging if not as lucid words 
as, into her daughter's ears at least, Ida's lips had ever 
dropped; and there was a quick desire in the daughter that 
for the hour at any rate they should duly be welcomed as a 
ground of intercourse. Certainly mamma had a charm which, 
when turned on, became a large explanation; and the only dan­
ger now in an impulse to applaud it would be that of appear­
ing to signalise its rarity" (212), Before this only Mrs. 
Wix and Sir Claude ever explained things to Maisie, a quality 
which endears them to her.
Ida's motive in this not altogether insincere display
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in to convince herself that she is not to blame for whatever 
may happen to Maisie, The dramatic element is that the 
spell she casts over Maisie is as intense but as evanescent 
as all Ida's relationships have been, Ida gets her pay-off, 
but at a price, Maisie lets her off by deliberately playing 
into her hands, and even wishes her well. In winning this 
particular game, however, Ida becomes one of life's greatest 
losers. The reverse is also true ; for by allowing her mother
5
to desert her, Maisie wins a whole new life, Ida leaves 
with the frantic realization that her daughter knows what 
she is, and Maisie exits from Ida's games with pity and a 
sense of foreboding for her mother,
Ida makes one more move which will affect her daughter's 
life. After abusing Mrs, Wix so terribly, Ida returns to 
London to win her over and to give her custody of Maisie,
It must be supposed, however, from all the reader knows a- 
bout Mrs. Wix that she would have strived to take care of 
Maisie in any case. Before this Ida gave Maisie to Sir 
Claude at least twice to win certain concessions from him. 
But it is Ida's official sanction of Mrs, Wix that is the 
reason for her "coming out" in France, She takes on a new 
authority and praises Ida for doing the right thing. Sir 
Claude, however, also believes he has custody of Maisie and 
scolds Mrs. Wix for her change of heart about Ida, He says
^Isle, p. 145.
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to Mrs. Wix, "What I can’t for the life of me make out is 
what Ida is really up to, what game she was playing in turn­
ing to you with that cursed cheek after the beastly way she 
has used you" (245;, Anyone who has been paying the least 
bit of attention to the novel so far will not be tempted to 
conclude, as poor Mrs, Wix does, that Ida has sanctioned her 
as the best choice for her daughter (even though she turns 
out to be)j Ida has never been sincerely worried about Mai­
sie* s welfare before. So even though Ida told Mrs, Wix that 
she wants Maisie to be with a "decent person" (24?), she is 
merely trying to hurt Sir Claude and jealously to keep Mai­
sie from Mrs, Beale, Still, no matter how ulterior the mo­
tive the outcome is good, for Mrs, Wix gains added conviction 
to stick out several ordeals in order to walk away with Mai­
sie at the end,
Beale Farange's infrequent appearance in the iÇovel lim­
its his chances to use Maisie in his games ; but as was true 
for his name-calling, the infrequency does not lessen the 
vileness. Besides the games dealing with custody of Maisie 
and his affair with Miss Overmore, he plays a parting game 
similar to Ida's, but more heartless since Maisie has more 
ready affection for him without his turning on any special 
charmi
She had such possibilities of vibration, of 
response, that it needed nothing more than 
%[his holding her on his knef] to make up 
her in fact for omissions. The tears came 
into her eyes again as they had done when in
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the Park that day the Captain told her so "splen­
didly" that her mother was good. What was this 
but splendid too— this still director goodness 
of her father and this unexampled shining soli­
tude with him, out of which everything had 
dropped but that he was papa and that he was 
magnificent? (loO),
But he decides to play a game nonetheless. The rules are
that he will just once pretend to be the loving father if
Maisie will pretend that he has always been one, and if she
will refuse his offer of coming with him to America, In
other v/ords, Beale wants Maisie to play "Let's pretend we
are father and daughter, but only for this moment and never
again"I "There was something in him that seemed, and quite
touchingly, to ask her to help him to pretend— pretend he
knew enough about her life and her education, her means of
subsistence and her view of himself, to give the questions
he couldn't put her a natural tone. She would have pretended
with ecstasy if he could only have given her the cue" (l8l).
Because he is not brave enough to say it directly,
Maisie does not at first grasp that her father wants her to
absolve him from blame and responsibility by refusing his
kind "offer," When he asks her if she would like to go to
America with him and the Countess, therefore, Maisie gives
the wrong answer» "Dear papa. I'll go with you anywhere"(184),
Within a few moments Maisie feels strangely older under he
father's embarrassed gaze. He asks her a second time and
again she responds, "I'll do anything in the world you ask me,
papa" (185). She begins to understand what he wants when he
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treats her answer as a refusal. Then he makes the offer a
third timei
I don't want to bully you— I rtever bullied 
you in my life; but 1 make you the offer, and 
it's to take or to leave, , , , I'm your 
natural protector and you've a right to get 
everything out of me you can. Now's your 
chance, you know— you won't be half-clever 
if you don't. You can't say I don't put it 
before you— you can't say I ain't kind to 
you or that I don't play fair, Mind you 
never say that, you know— it would bring 
me down on you. I know what's proper. I'll 
take you again, just as I have taken you again 
and again. And I'm much obliged to you for 
making up such a face (186).
His behavior so far makes all his claims absurd. What Mai­
sie' s face shows, of course, is the realization that the 
rules of the game make her first two responses incorrect;
Wasn't he trying to turn the table on her, em­
barrass her somehow into admitting that what 
would really suit her little book would be, after 
doing so much for good manners, to leave her 
wholly at liberty to arrange for herself? She 
began to be nervous again: it rolled over her 
that this was their last parting, their parting 
for ever, and that he had brought her there for 
so many caresses only because it was important 
such an occasion should look better for him than 
any other. For her to spoil it by the note of 
discord would certainly give him ground for com­
plaint; and the child was momentarily bewildered 
between her alternatives of agreeing with him 
about her wanting to get rid of him and dis­
pleasing him by pretending to stick to him. So 
she found for the moment no solution but to mur­
mur very helplessly: "Oh papa— oh papa !" (186-18?).
For a moment it appears that Maisie's helpless utterance
touches Beale; he clasps her very tightly in his arms for a
brief moment, and then Maisie finally understands.
Then she understood as well as if he had spoken 
it that what he wanted, hang it, was that she
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should let him off with all the honour--with 
all the appearance of virtue and sacrifice on 
his side. It was exactly as if he had broken 
out to herI "I say, you little booby, help 
me to be irreproachable, to be noble, and yet 
to have none of the beastly bore of it. There's 
only impropriety enough for one of us ; so you 
must take it all. Repudiate your dear old 
daddy— in the face, mind you, of his tender sup­
plications, He can't be rough with you— it 
isn't in his nature ; you'll have successfully 
chucked him because he was too generous to be 
as firm with you, poor man, as was, after all, 
his duty" (lb? ),
The way Beale goes about it shows him to be much more heart­
less than his wife. He offers to take her away hut wants her 
to refuse. He will continue asking her until she finally 
understands his game,
y/hile she never says "no" to his offer, Maisie does 
play into his hands by keeping quiet when Beale tells the 
Countess that she has refused. She even l e a m s  that he and 
the Countess are not even going to America. No doubt he 
chose America, thinking that Maisie would refuse his offer 
immediately if it sounded far enough away. Like Ida, Beale 
plays the "paternal fondness game" when he hears the Count­
ess coming. Even though they are standing apart at the time, 
Beale whisks Maisie off her feet and back onto his lap as 
the Countess enters. Her disappointment reveals that the 
idea to ask Maisie to go with them was the Countess's and 
not Beale's.
In retrospect, then, Beale is as successful in his final 
game as Ida. They both receive the pay-off because Maisie 
does exactly what they want, no matter how much it hurts.
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In their minds they have conducted themselves as model par­
ents and Maisie is to blame for their desertion cl' her. Ahat 
they do not know is that winning the game, deserting Maisie 
without her causing a scene, makes them losers at life.
Sadly enough Maisie perceives their fate. She feels sorry 
for them, but does not regret losing them. In her parents’ 
final games, Maisie makes the only real sacrifices, but giv­
ing up her parents enables Maisie to proceed toward becoming 
the novel's only real winner.
something Beale says during this last meeting sets up 
discussion of Mrs. Beale and Sir Claude as game players.
He tells Maisie that the reason her step-parents seem to love 
her is that she is a pretext for their game, ihis simplistic 
observation sums up all of Mrs, Beale's behavior toward Mai­
sie but not Sir Claude's. Maisie's final choice is between 
the two people who play almost no garnies with her at all. Sir 
Claude and Mrs. Wix. The fact that Maisie is unable to sep­
arate her stepfather from a womam who is as expert in game- 
playing as her parents, makes her decision to leave with Mrs. 
Wix inevitable.
It must not be assumed that Mrs, Beale is entirely de­
void of feeling for Maisie. She is never mean to her until 
the end and she never strikes her. But Mrs. Beale does not 
let an opportunity to use Maisie harmlessly go by if it means 
she will gain an advantage by doing so. What constitutes 
game-playing in her behavior is the existence of ulterior
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motives ; after she becomes sexually attracted* "air.'.e'r, step­
father, she uses all of her connections with the child to win 
and Keep him. Even though Maisie is not harmed, Mrs, Beale's 
games are manipulative and therefore morally reprehensible 
because Maisie's welfare is only secondary to keeping Sir 
Claude,
All of Mrs, Beale's later games have possession of Sir 
Claude as pay-off. Since Sir Claude professes to have family 
instincts, he wants Mrs, Beale to have the same. As Maisie's 
stepmother, however, Mrs, Beale has shown herself to be to­
tally disinterested in the child's education and playtime ex­
perience, Maisie never feels so alone as she does under Mrs, 
Beale's care before the arrival of Sir Claude, But because 
she knows that Sir Claude truly loves their stepchild and 
that he finally abhors Ida because she does not, Mrs, Beale 
realizes that her attitude toward Maisie must be more openly 
affectionate and concerned. Ironically, her game-playing is 
partially, if not wholly, responsible for Maisie's decision 
to leave with Mrs, Wix at the end.
Since Mrs, Beale's games are inextricably tied up with 
her desire for Sir Claude, it is necessary to trace their re­
lationship as well as Maisie's reaction to it. When Mrs, 
Beale (as Miss Overmore) l e a m s  that Ida is traveling in Eur­
ope with a man, she berates him unmercifully to Maisie. When 
she sees his picture she is silently ambivalent. But his per­
sonal appearance elicits excitement and admiration from her.
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At their first meeting, Maisie becomes aware of "the pleas­
ant possibility, in connection with herself, of a relation 
much happier as between Mrs, Beale and Sir Claude than as 
between mamma and papa" (59-60), Even at this point, Mrs, 
Beale stakes her claim in Maisie, Carefully choosing her 
words to produce the desired effect on Sir Claude, she 
assures him, "I shall never give up any rights in her that I 
may consider I've acquired by my own sacrifices, I shall 
hold very fast to my interest in her. What seems to have 
happened is that she has brought you and me together" (64), 
Despite Sir Claude's claim that he wants to make a successful 
marriage with Ida, Mrs, Beale is already hinting at a possi­
ble connection between the two. She also declares her inten­
tion to use Maisie in any Way necessary to her purposes, 
Maisie is a commodity in which Mrs. Beale believes she has in­
vested largely; Mrs. Beale has used whatever affection she 
has for the child to gain the positon she now enjoys. She is 
a sexual opportunist and none of her so-called "sacrifices" 
(her sexual relationship with Beale?) were proffered in Mai­
sie's interest. Unfortunately Mrs. Beale believes these 
"sacrifices" have earned her several shares in a commodity 
which may continue to pay off. She believes she has acquired
certain rights to Iviaisie, but James was skeptical of people
6
who claimed rights in others. People who claim they have
^P,W, Dupee, Henry James (New York: Wm. Sloane Ass., 
1951). p. 129.
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rights in another person and who are imbued with an over­
powering personality, tend to be self-seeking. So with 
these few lines spoken at a critical juncture of three im­
portant characters, James has Mrs, Beale declare her inten­
tions; if they are not yet clear to Maisie, they are to the 
reader.
Right from the beginning. Sir Claude detects in Mrs.
Beale a propensity for trying to impress him by showing con­
cern for Maisie. At their first meeting he asks her if she 
truly likes the child, and later he asks Maisie if she thinks 
her stepmother really likes her. Maisie replies in the af­
firmative, but hastens to add that the re a s m  Mrs. Wix likes 
her more is that she does not have anyone else like Mrs, Beale 
does. At this point Maisie still likes her stepmother very 
much; the signs of disillusionment start growing in her con­
sciousness but The spring that triggers Maisie's final re­
jection of her is not released until later.
At their next meeting, Maisie becomes aware of a differ­
ence in her stepmother, although she does not yet attribute 
the change to Sir Claude ; "Mrs, Beale from this moment pre­
sented herself to Maisie as a person to whom a great gift had 
come. The great gift was just for handling complications't 124). 
Maisie soon discovers that Mrs. Beale's gift is not unlike 
one she received when Sir Claude first claimed her as his.
Mrs. Beale is in love. And Maisie is so unused to the kind 
of affection she receives from her step-parents together that
ll4
she is gratified that she brought them together.
In order to discuss nuances in rs. Beale’s and Sir 
Claude's intentions toward Maisie, it is necessary to quote 
lengthily from the novel. The conversation takes place when 
Maisie and her step-parents are together for the second time.
"How in the world have I got on so long 
without you? I've not been happy, love," said 
înrs, Beale with her cheek to the child's.
"Be happy now!"— Maisie throbbed with shy 
tenderness.
"I think I shall be. You'll save me."
"As I'm saving Sir Claude?" the little 
girl asked eagerly.
Mrs. Beale, a trifle at a loss, appealed 
to her visitor. "le she really?"
He showed high amusement at Maisie's ques­
tion. "It's dear Mrs. Wix's idea. There may^  
be something in it."
"He makes me his duty--he makes me his 
life," Maisie set forth to her stepmother.
"Why that's what _I want to do"— Mrs. Beale 
so anticipated, turned pink with astonishment,
"Well, you can do it together. Then he'll 
have to come !"
Mrs. Beale by this time had her young 
friend fairly in her lap and she smiled up at 
Sir Claude. "Shall we do it together?"
His laughter had dropped, and for a moment 
he turned his handsome serious face not to his 
hostess, but to his stepdaughter, "Well, it's 
rather more decent than some things. Upon my 
soul, the way things are going, it seems to me 
the only decency I" He had the air of arguing 
it out to Maisie, of presenting it, through an 
impulse of conscience, as a connexion in which 
they could honourably see her participate ; 
though his plea of mere "decency" might well 
have appeared to fall below her rosey little 
vision, "If we're not good for you," he exclaimed,
"I'll be hanged if I know whom we shall be good 
for!"
Mrs, Beale showed the child an intenser 
light. "I daresay you will save us— from one 
thing and another."
"Oh I know what she'll save mje fron!" Sir 
Claude roundly asserted. "There'll be rows of
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course," he went on.
Mrs. Beale quickly took him up. "Yes, but 
they'll be nothing— for you at least— to the 
rows your wife makes as it is, I can.bear what 
I suffer— I can't bear what you go through,"
"We're doing a good deal for you, you know, 
young woman," Sir Claude went on to Maisie with 
the same gravity.
She coloured with a sense of obligation and 
the eagerness of her desire it should be remarked 
how little was lost on her, "uh I know!"
"Then you must keep us all right! This time
he laughed,
"How you talk to her!" cried Mrs, Beale,
"No v.orse than you!" he gaily answered, ( 1 2 o , 29 , 30 ;
From what they say, it seems that Maisie's step-parents
are aware of their mutual attraction, but that the love af­
fair has not yet begun. Sir Claude hopes Maisie can keep 
them on an even course, if not because he is afraid of his 
weakness (he turns to Maisie whenever Mrs. Beale says some­
thing too intimate),then because he wants to have grounds for 
a divorce. Sir Claude at this point no longer entertains any 
hopes of keeping Maisie in her mother's house, but they main­
tain to Maisie that everyone— Ida, Beale, and Mrs. Wix— will 
be squared in this regard. They paint a rosy picture of the 
future in which they and Maisie will be together, enjoying 
pleasant conversation, attending lectures, and discussing 
books. But their affection is not gratuitous; they let Mai­
sie know that they are doing quite a lot for her. But Sir 
Claude's good intentions on Maisie's behalf are sincere, 
while Mrs. Beale's are not. He does not need to use Maisie 
as a pretext for seeing Mrs. Beale, and he does not need to 
have Maisie at Mrs. Beale's house to cover up an affair,
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cince their future trysts do not take place under Beale's 
roof anyway. What Sir Claude clearly wants is a chance to 
give Saisie a better life and for Mrs. Beale to share his 
enthusiasm and his duty. And finally ho hopes that ho can 
combine the two. The fact that he wants Maisie to "save" 
him does not invalidate his sincere desire for Maisie's wel­
fare.
Mrs. Beale's motives are not so sincere, even though 
she claims in astonishment that, like Sir Claude, she wants 
to make Maisie her duty. It was not so long ago that she 
protested that her duty was to Beale and his guests, even 
though her position in the household was that of governess. 
Nor has it been long since as Mrs. Beale she pronounced 
teaching Maisie beneath her dignity. There is no explana­
tion of Mrs. Beale's newfound enthusiasm except that is is 
inspired by her desire for Sir Claude. Instead of precipi­
tating an immediate sexual affair (which is within her capa­
bilities), Mrs. Beale plays this game for a while longer in 
order to gain a more permanent relationship with Sir Claude.
During her stay with her stepmother Maisie becomes a- 
ware that Mrs. Beale lives and breathes for Sir Claude. 
Always an egotist, Mrs. Beale imagines her love unique; it 
never occurs to her that Maisie loves him too, though more 
purely and less selfishly. It is possible to pinpoint the 
night that Sir Claude's and Mrs. Beale's affair begins ; for 
after the confrontation at at the park with Ida and the Cap­
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tain, when Maisie refuses to malign the Captain, Sir Claude 
stops corning to see her. Maisie believes that he stays a- 
way because he is angry with her, but the truth is that he 
has finally given in to Mrs, Beale's sexual attraction and 
he is confused about how he should proceed with Maisie.
What finally brings about the affair is Ida's walking about 
in public with her lover. The sadness which Maisie would 
naturally feel as a result of Sir Claude's absence is allevi­
ated by her perception of a "marked change in the attitude 
of Mrs. Beale--a change that somehow, even in his absence, 
seemed to bring Sir Claude into the house" (158). Mrs. Beale 
finally admits to Maisie that she sees Sir Claude out of the 
house, and that that must be the temporary arrangement until 
everyone is "squared." Although Maisie is glad that her step­
parents are able to enjoy each other's company, she cannot 
help feeling on the outside again. Her stepmother is away 
from the house quite often and sometimes quite late, and Mai­
sie perceives "that whenever Mrs. Beale was out of the house 
Sir Claude had in some manner the satisfaction of it" (161). 
As of yet Maisie is unaware what that "satisfaction" might 
entail,^ for these days Mrs. Beale speaks of Sir Claude in 
the most incorporeal terms :
. . .  he had pulled her up immensely— he had 
quite pulled her round. She had charming 
tormenting words about him: he was her good




her "higher" conscience. That was what had
particularly come out with her startling
tears I he had made her, dear man, think ever 
so much better of herself. it had been thus 
rather surprisingly revealed that she had been 
in a way to think ill, and Maisie was glad to 
hear of the corrective at the same time that 
she heard of the ailment (160-161).
Even the reader can understand Mrs. Beale's thinking better
of herself, for she has advanced from using Maisie to get a
man she does not love to using her to keep a man she at least
wants. Since Maisie is the heroine of the novel, however,
any game-playing which utilizes her not for her own good is
intolerable. Although Maisie does not yet see a threat to
her future with Sir Claude in these goings-on, she does miss
him terribly, especially since Mrs. Beale refuses to answer
any of her questions about him.
One day Mrs. Beale tells Maisie that they may see Sir
Claude that night at the Exhibition at Earl's Court. During
the day they are both in a flurry of excitement, Mrs. Beale
even dropping her reticence on the subject of Sir Claude.
She has a complaint about Sir Claude and needs Maisie's help,
so she lets the child draw her out. Maisie l e a m s  that Sir
Claude has been staying away because he does not want her
"mixed up" (167). Sir Claude fears her being compromised,
a word Maisie knows but cannot define. Since Mrs. Beale does
not fill her in on the illicit particulars, Maisie adopts her
stepmother's dismissal of Sir Claude's sense of propriety.
Mrs. Beale heartily approves of Maisie's innocent decision
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to overcome Sir Claude's scruples at the Exhibition. Mrs. 
Beale wins y aisle over to her side temporarily, but trat fs:*. 
is worth nothing without Sir Claude. Of Course, Kaioie does 
not see Sir Claude that nightj in fact she does not see him 
until he arrives to take Maisie to France. But with this 
conversation with Maisie, Mrs. Beale shows that she will not 
stop short of corrupting her stepdaughter in order to Keep 
Sir Claude.
I'.rs. Beale can be very persuasive. She operates on the 
correct assumption that Sir Claude will eventually leave her 
unless they are able to keep Maisie. V/hen Sir Claude returns 
the maid to London, Mrs. Beale convinces him that Maisie will 
be better off with them than with Mrs. Wix. So she sets off 
for France alone to trick Mrs. Wix into leaving, her plan be­
ing to convince her that she will take sole charge of Maisie. 
thereby removing Mrs. Wix's moral objections as well as Mrs. 
Wix herself. Just like Ida, she attempts to woo Mrs. Wix 
after abusing her, but this time Mrs. Wix is only momentarily 
swayed by the flattery. More importantly, because she takes 
Maisie's love for granted, Mrs. Beale completely ignores her.
Because Mrs. Wix has already sown the seeds of jealousy 
in Maisie's heart, she is not taken in by Mrs. Beale's kind­
ness toward Mrs. Wix and is able to watch her machinations 
with a spectator's cold eye. While Mrs. Beale "makes love" 
to Maisie's old governess, she never once directs her atten­
tion to Maisie, further enabling the child to see through
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her stepmother's desire. r.ven thoup.h Mrs. beale tries to 
Keep Mrs. Wix and her pupil apart all day, eventually they 
are alone and talk about what ?i'.rs. Beale is up to, .Mrs, Wix 
concludes that Mrs. Beale is playing a “game" (290j to keep 
Sir Claude and therefore is not taken in either, Mrs. Beale 
has misjudged Mrs, Wix, as she finally misjudges Maisie and 
Sir Claude.
Sir Claude's behavior is difficult to distill into 
games because of his lack of an ulterior motive. His flaws 
are many: his morality is weaker than his sexuality, he is 
afraid of all the female characters, except Maisie, he lies,
he does not keep his promises, and James calls him "stupid"
8for marrying Ida in the first place. But he is always genu­
inely concerned with what is best for Maisie, and except for 
a momentary lapse, this trait prevails in the end. His sense 
of what is right is stronger than Ida's, Beale's, and Mrs. 
Beale's, but his sexuality overpowers his moral sense so that 
it is inferior to Mrs. Wix's. Ironically, though, Mrs, Wix's 
tenacity alone dbes not save Maisie, but also Sir Claude's 
final insight into her goodness.
That Sir Claude wants to do the right thing is evident 
from his first appearance at Mrs. Beale's to claim a step­
daughter whom he has never met and whose mother is in no hiiiry 
to see her. His original purpose with regard to Maisie is to
8
The Art of the Novel, p. l48.
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na.Ke Ida "take the proper line about her child" (o2,, Be­
cause he wants to be a family nan and because Ida does not 
want to have more children, Sir Claude finds taking care of 
Maisie a real pleasure. Only once does he rebel arminst Ida's 
leaving Maisie*s amusement to him, and that is when she gives 
Maisie to Sir Claude and then turns around and blames the 
both of them for it. His "comment on her ladyships's game" 
was to leave immediately for Paris because he did not like 
to be accused of "bad behavior" (90). Maisie understands 
that Sir Claude's petulance does not mean that he is not fond 
of her; it merely marks the end of love between him and her 
mother. After he gives up Ida, Sir Claude becomes a charac­
ter on a tight rope, poised between doing the right thing for 
Maisie and giving in to Mrs. Beale's sexual power.
Maisie's glimpses of Sir Claude's weaknesses do not des­
troy her love. She willingly keeps his secret about Mrs. 
Beale from Ida and Mrs. Wix, but his asking her to do so 
"agitated her-much more than he seemed to guess" (6?) Unlike 
the other characters who play games. Sir Claude candidly en­
lists her aid; this really takes his behavior beyond game- 
playing, since he is honest and does not conceal his motives. 
He openly offers her a deal: "If you'll help me, you know. 
I'll help you," he says to her in "the pleasant fraternising, 
equalising, not a bit patronising way which made the child 
ready to go through anything for him" (80). The fact that he 
never keeps his bargains, does not make his intentions in­
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sincere or ulterior.
As conditions at Ida's house deteriorate, Mr'. Wix pushes 
him to set up a house for the three of them. Sir Claude,  how­
ever, because of his desire not to do anything which will put  
him at fault in a divorce case, hesitates to desert Ida. i n ­
stead he takes Maisie to her father's house, an action in 
keeping with the custody settlement, Maisie*s presence there 
does not keep Sir Claude and Mrs. Beale from starting their 
affair, as Sir Claude hoped it would do. The situation be­
comes intolerable since "Mrs. Beale failed to share his all 
but insurmountable distaste for their allowing their little 
charge to breathe the air of their gross irregularity— his 
contention, in a word, that they should either cease to be 
irregular or cease to be parental" (205). Mrs. Beale does 
not want to give up the physical side of their relationship, 
so Sir Claude gives in to Mrs. Wix's promptings and takes 
Maisie to France.
In France, though, events conspire to drive Sir Claude 
back to London and Mrs. Beale. Mrs. Wix arrives and a con­
tinual lecture on the evil of Mrs. Beale begins; Sir Claude, 
of course, defends her. When the problem of returning Mrs. 
Beale's maid arises. Sir Claude sees his chance to escape 
Mrs. Wix's proselytizing and offers to take her back himself. 
When Mrs. Wix makes a grand appeal for him to forget about 
Mrs. Beale and an offer to take the maid back herself. Sir 
Claude begins to teeter on his tightrope:
123
Sir Claude wavered there without an answer to 
QMrs. Wix's^ magnificent appeal; he plainly 
cast about for one, and in no small agitation 
and pain. He addressed himself in his quest, 
however, only to vague quarters until he met 
again, as he so frequently and actively met 
it, the more than filial gaze of his intelli­
gent little charge. That gave him— poor plas­
tic male--his issue. if she was still a child 
she was yet of the sex that could help him out.
He signified as much by a renewed invitation 
to an embrace. She freshly sprang to him and 
. . . they inaudibly conversed. "Be nice to 
her, be nice to her," he at last distinctly 
articulated; "be nice to her as you’ve not 
even been to me!" On which, without another 
look at Mrs. wTx, he somehow got out of the 
room, leaving under the slight oppression of 
these words as well as of the idea that he 
had unmistakably once more dodged" (263 264).
When Sir Claude returns, after Mrs. Beale's unexpected 
arrival, he engages in his only game-like behavior, although 
the game ends before the pay-off is realized. Maisie notes 
a change in him and knows he is lying when he denies having 
seen Mrs. Beale since his arrival, but Maisie gives herself 
up to the immediate and is ready for anything. Since he can­
not overcome his sexual attraction for Mrs. Beale and she 
has convinced him that Maisie will be better off with them, 
a situation which Mrs. Wix will not approve. Sir Claude 
must convince Maisie to give up her old governess.
Q
He rigs the game in several ways.^ He takes her out 
for breakfast, thereby imitating their old London outings. 
Then he puts the choice on her. Despite his "pretension to
^Banta, p. 506
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play fair, not to use advantages, not to hurry nor hustle 
her" (33"), he tells her, almost in the next breath,".hen^s 
one thing to remember--1 *ve a right to impress it on you: we 
stand absolutely in the place of your parents. It's their 
defection, their extraordinary baseness, that has made cur 
responsibility" (339). Maisie^ is not impressed by his being 
in the place of her father, though, so his rigging the game 
does not influence her.
Maisie wants to postpone her decision for a while, so 
they take a walk to the train station. There is a train on 
its way to Paris, and Maisie urges her stepfather to take 
two tickets. When the train departs without them and Maisie 
sees the fear on Sir Claude's face, she loses her own. She 
offers him a choice of her own: she will give up Mrs. Wix
if he gives up Mrs. Beale, the only bargain offered in the 
novel that is totally e q u i t a b l e . S i r  Claude is dumfounded. 
Even though they then go to the pier and notice some empty 
seats on the pack boat, Maisie already knows that Sir Claude 
is too weak to leave Mrs. Beale. That is what she finally 
knows about him, that he is afraid of his weakness.
The game ends without a pay-off. Maisie inserts bar own 
rules and Sir Claude cannot play by them, Ifer willingness to 
sacrifice Mrs. Wix for him teaches Sir Claude that she has 
the only correct solution, no matter how impossible it is
l^Habegger, p. 470
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for It finally is brought home to him that ic ie ha;-
not been corruptod by the immorality around her. He gains
insight into Maisie's goodness and Knows that she will be
better off with !trs. Wix.
Because Maisie does not yet know the facts of life, it
is preposterous that some critics assert Maisie's offer to
12
Sir Claude to be a sexual proposal. By making her own 
rules she reveals her desire for the kind of fatherly love 
she has always enjoyed with Sir Claude. With his refusal 
she learns that his role as stepfather is incompatible with 
his being Mrs. Beale's lover. Ever since he became intimate 
with her stepmother, Maisie knows, he has neglected her; 
this is not the kind of future she can tolerate.
They return to the hotel to find Mrs. Beale ecstatic be­
cause she thinks she has won. Her joy quickly turns to out­
rage when Mrs, Wix (who was packing to leave) announces that 
she will not desert Maisie and when Maisie asks her to give 
up Sir Claude. Maisie asks this then, even though she knows 
that she will be leaving with Mrs. Wix. Her putting the ques­
tion again "is a clarification, not a new development; it is
13
made with utter seriousness but with little hope of acceptance,"
^^Hamblen, p. 399•
l^Cargill, p. 257; Wilson, p. 28l;&nd Edward Wasoliek, 




By repeating her offer back at their rooms, Maisie lets Mrs, 
Beale and Mrs, Wix know what has happened; it is not in her 
nature as a Jamesian heroine to hide an action that might 
seem deceptive and treacherous from the woman who is her con­
fidante. And she wants Sir Claude to know that she still be­
lieves her offer to be the best solution, no matter how in­
capable he is of complying.
What Sir Claude finally discerns in Maisie ("I don’t 
know what to call it--I haven't even known how decently to 
deal with it, to approach it; but, whatever it is, it's the 
most beautiful thing I’ve ever met— it's exquisite, it's
sacred" )* has been described as many different things*
l4
the death of childhood, the power to distinguish the com­
plete from the incomplete, sense of responsibility,^^ ethi­
cal sense,17 and love.1® "It" is at least all of these
qualities, plus many other virtues and powers that are found 
in the Jamesian heroine, like wisdom, lack of bitterness, 
and the ability to distinguish appearance from reality.
Finally Maisie exerts her power to make a free choice; 
she takes control of her life by asking Mrs. Wix, "Shan't 
14
Isle, p. l42.
l^Osborn Andreas, Henry James and the Expanding Horizon 





wc lose the boat?" (279). Mrs, Beale, who calma down and 
stops clutching at Maisie only when Sir Claude promises 
he will never leave her, finally says to Maisie that she ooes 
not know what to make of her, and then retires to the bed­
room. Sir Claude and Maisie bid each other good-bye, sadly 
but lovingly* "Cn the threshold Maisie paused; she put out 
her hand to her stepfather. Ke took it and held it a moment, 
and their eyes met as the eyes of those who have done for 
each other what they can" (373).
Sir Claude willingly loses the game, but Mrs. Beale does 
not admit defeat. Sir Claude has not kept one promise in the 
novel, so it is not likely he will keep his final one to Mrs. 
Beale, especially since he stays through weakness and not 
through love. Neither will be able to get a divorce since 
all four parties have been guilty of adultery. Still, Mrs. 
Beale takes pitiable satisfaction in the fact that she can 
lure Sir Claude to her in the bedroom as Maisie and Mrs. Wix 
catch the boat back to England.
Mrs. Wix enjoys a semi-victory; her sense of morality 
is too narrow for her to be a winner at life, and she does 
not yet fully understand Maisie*s wisdom and goodness. Her 
only game-like activity consists of substituting Maisie for 
her dead daughter. Instead of making Maisie a pawn, however, 
this substitution makes her the recipient of love and stead­
fast devotion; it is these qualities which allow Maisie to 
choose Mrs. Wix as her companion.
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What Maisie wins is control over her life, a goal she 
has been reaching for since she first realized that she was 
being used. She has partaken of the world's knowledge but 
comes away as a force for goodness. While she has always 
been willing to please, she has had to play stupid to keep 
from doing anything intolerable to her. Now she can choose 
intelligently without compromise. She has always tried to 
stop the adults' games when she could, but now she can as­
sume the responsibility they never did.
Games, then, provide important information about the 
characters and the ending of What Maisie Knew. Ida, Beale, 
and Mrs. Beale are eliminated from Maisie*s future because 
they have neglected her, they are associated in her mind 
with painful images, they are vituperous name-callers, and 
they ultimately use her for personal satisfaction or gain. 
Sir Claude has given Maisie her most pleasurable experiences 
and has been candid in his dealings with her, but dhe chooses 
Mrs. Wix because she does not want to compromise her vision 
of life with Sir Claude by living an "irregular" life with 
Mrs. Beale. The game systems reveal Mrs. Wix to be safe 
and therefore a perfect companion for Maisie. And because 
Maisie emerges from all the games intact and with the power 
to make her own rules, she is the novel's only real winner.
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